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Coming of Age on Bangladesh Avenue:  
 
The Remaking of Love, Kinship and Property in Detroit 
 
Sunanda Samaddar  
Encompassing transnational practices of marriage and kinship within the scope of 
domestic research provides a critical vantage point by which to examine how families are able 
to access, value and use education.  Exploring arranged marriage as a register for larger social 
formations, this 2 year study shadowed the lives of Bangladeshi ESL students attending high 
school in Detroit’s inner city.   As a ‘Coming of Age’ ethnography, this study examined the life 
trajectories of working class Muslim students navigating between the institutions of 
transnational kinship and the Detroit Public Schools.   
The competing and often contradictory agenda of multiculturalism and racial integration 
reveal the dysplasia of ethnic working class subjects living within the interstices of biracial 
America.   This paper describes how multicultural discourse’s myopic engagement with the 
feminine served to mute the systematic disenfranchisement of working class Bangladeshi men 
while constructing feminine narratives of discontent.  As a ‘coming of age’ ethnography, this 2 
year study examines the life trajectories of young Bangladeshi men and women navigating 
between the institutions of transnational kinship and American urban education.    
Whereas the bodies of working class Muslim school girls became the sites for inscribing 
competing ideals of modernity, self-realization and womanhood, boys were condescended 
toward as enjoying chauvinistic privilege by the family.  The lack of academic achievement for 
boys was oftentimes rationalized as the general chauvinism of the family’s patriarch.  However, 
boys also bore the balance of family finances without the authority to dictate their own life 
trajectories.   
For Bangladeshi students in Queens, Segarajasinghe-Ernest explained “the school 
experience is the single most important factor in reconfiguring female students’ aspirations” 
(Segarajasinghe-Ernest 2004: 73).  In describing the reshaping of desires, Segarajasinghe-Ernest 
was confronted by ontological narratives of hopes, dreams and eventual disappointment.   The 
desire to academically achieve in an attempt to transcend the restraints of class and kinship 
was described against the dramatic trend of arranging marriage for girls at younger ages.   
Similarly, Sarroub (2005) explored the dichotomous world of Yemeni girls attending high 
school in Dearborn, Michigan.   She argued that public schools served as a space for exploring 
and contesting competing religious and cultural pressures.  By documenting the dogged 
eagerness with which girls pursued formal education, Sarroub demonstrated how girls 
negotiated their obedience to their families, in their efforts to stave off marriage.  However, the 
binary construction of education versus marriage in recent ethnography may only recapitulate 
Orientalist assumptions of ethnic cultures as patriarchal. 
The research asks: How do Bengali students adapt practices of kinship, or purdah to the 
racial politics that animate Detroit’s urban school reform?   Purdah, literally meaning veil or 
curtain, is a highly gendered, poly cultural and syncretic set of practices separating spaces of 
purity from defilement.  By separating or shielding one’s kinswomen from the public eye, 
families are able to uphold particular practices of discernment regarding religious purity and 
social stature.  
The reduction of transnational working class strategies for survival, which often depend 
on both children and adults as well as men and women and extended family contributing to a 
common household income, to a reified issue of women’s equality framed arranged marriage 
as unchanging, dogmatic and dehumanizing to women, implicitly blaming the cultural 
“conservatism” of family for the abrupt eclipse of many young women who were once 
academic hopefuls.  Examining the role of extended family may contribute toward an 
ethnological dialectic between the traditions of Comparative and International Education (CIE) 
and American Educational Anthropology by problematizing various sorts of domestic norms, 
sociological measurements, humanist discourses and cultural biases embedded in national level 
research (Ogbu 1981).   
Though Bangladeshis students were initially inspired by the prospect of transcending 
cultural and class boundaries, they were confronted by an educational apparatus which was not 
necessarily egalitarian, nor merit-based.  Within the various socio-cultural constraints of the 
inner-city public school, Bangladeshi students had to contend with either ending their 
education in order to work, or to prepare to struggle upstream against a steep, expensive and 
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           My pursuit of dissertation work culminated under the mentorship of Otto Feinstein, the 
late director of the Urban Agenda/Civic Literacy Project at Wayne State University, Detroit.  A 
University of Chicago trained political scientist, Otto’s own memories of Nazi Germany impelled 
his urgency in the classroom, even when times seemed complacent.  Otto’s work with local 
middle schools, high schools and colleges hinged on his conception of a voluntary society based 
on civic participation. Concerned with low levels of voter turn-out and local political 
participation, the Urban Agenda Project addressed the institutional chasms that have been 
yawning for Detroit’s labor forces and public school students since the 1980’s.   Otto’s doctoral 
students Jeff Farrah, Alvarro Cortes and Charles Smith also took on a mentoring role in my life, 
dipping me in rivers of academic conversation, though I was not a student at the time. 
 As the project’s Youth Programs facilitator, I had the opportunity to service over 60 
schools in the metro area.  Witnessing the stark differences of circumstance, my coworkers, Ella 
Singer and Aurora Harris, who are local and well-loved poets and I formed a women’s creative 
collective, producing and directing cultural showcases for participating schools.  The impact of 
the arts on our civic literacy programming left an indelible impression upon me about the 
sanctity of creative spaces in self-discovery. 
     Graduating from Albion College in 1998, I had no idea that I would embark on a path of 
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Harrington for his emphasis on accountability to the “data set itself.”  I am grateful for the 
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DeGenova for his academic and imaginative instruction on Capital alongside his work on 
Mexican migrant workers facilitating a better understanding for complex and original social 
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allowed me to experience urban America as a richly brocaded cultural space.  Their feedback 
quickly meshed toward my theoretical development.   
I am grateful to Gloria Aneb House, professor of African American Studies at U of M, for 
pressing issues about social justice and challenging the relevance of the research posited.  An 
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We caught a mermaid in the creek. 
We keep her in the sink. 
We give her worms and snails to eat 
And lemonade to drink. 
She washes all the pots and pans. 
She scrubs ‘em with her scales. 
She showers ‘neath the faucet tap 
And tells us fishy tales. 
She sings us songs, she plays Go Fish, 
She’s happy as can be. 
But now and then we catch her cryin’, 
Lookin’ out to sea. 
   -Shel Silverstein
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 Chapter 1  
STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 
Reshma, a senior at TLHS explains sardonically: “We came here for our education.  We 
thought that we would get educated in America.  We were going to college in 
Bangladesh [similar to A and O levels in the British System or 11th and 12th grade in the 
US].  We had dreams of achieving, but now they have been blinded.  We try to tamp 
down our longings.  We know our chances are over.  I wanted to work.  I really just 
wanted to work hard for my family.  I am not ready to get married.  I want to help them.  
My brother looks so lost every day.  I just want to help.”  (Fieldnotes:  January 26, 2010) 
Making Life Plans: Examining Issues of Kinship in Education 
In recent educational ethnography, the tacit devaluation of transnational social 
practices, such as arranged marriage, served to reify issues of gender equality by implicitly 
blaming culture for young women’s clipped academic trajectories. In contrast, the research 
presented reveals how multicultural pedagogy’s preoccupation with gender equality served to 
systematically displace and alienate young Muslim men.  As a ‘Coming of Age’ ethnography, this 
2 year study shadowed the personal lives of Bangladeshi ESL students attending high school in 
Detroit’s inner city.  Tracing the life trajectories of transnational working class men and women, 
this research examines how young ethnics learned to navigate between the requirements of 
kinship, work and urban educational reforms.   
For Bangladeshi students in Queens, Segarajasinghe-Ernest (2004) described academic 
performance as the agency by which girls attempted to transcend the recent trend of fathers 
arranging marriage for girls at younger ages.  Similarly, Sarroub (2005) explored the 
dichotomous world of Yemeni girls attending high school in the metro-Detroit area.    
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The school signified a safe space for girls to explore and contest competing religious and 
cultural pressures.  Sarroub described how girls invested in their high school academics in their 
efforts to stave off marriage.  This binary trajectory of feminine lives into postsecondary 
education versus arranged marriage in recent educational research may inadvertently serve to 
recapitulate assumptions of ethnic cultures as an instrument of patriarchal oppression (Ngo 
2002).   
     As a working class, transnational Muslim community thriving betwixt the city borders of 
Hamtramck and Detroit, Sylhetis are an ethnic minority with their own distinct historiography.  
Oftentimes overlooked as Bangladeshi nationals, Saunders states that as many as 95% of 
Bangladeshis in the UK are ethnically Sylheti.  Similarly, over 90% of Bangladeshis who live in 
the US are also ethnic Sylhetis (Saunders (2011: 121).   In contrast to their representation in 
labor migrations, Sylhetis make up only a little over 2% of Bangladesh’s national population 
(Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics 2008).  
    Sylheti identity is not specific to linguistic, religious or nationalistic practices, but to a 
form of kinship which is harnessed to the region of Sylhet, their desh, or motherland.  
Associations with desh demonstrate credibility in social and financial networks because it 
makes one socially legible.  Desh represents an axis mundi, (Eliade 1991: 39) or a metaphysical 
place of origin that legitimates a family’s social standing.  Migration not only extends the 
possibilities for education and autonomy for working class families, it also facilitates members’ 
ability to contribute to the larger transformation of the family by the mutual ‘remaking’ of 
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individual lineages and the Sylhet region as a whole in order to elevate the stature of their 
ethnic identification within the exclusive social hierarchies of South Asian diasporan life.   
     The study presented is a two-year ethnography examining schooling practices 
through the lens of kinship.  Though I was familiar with most Bengali students, regular, 
consistent contact took place with the 60 students and 6 staff members participating in TLHS’s 
ESL programs.  Whereas I had a good amount of contact with the general student body, most of 
the observations discussed happened within ESL classrooms which had become an autonomous 
space apart from the school.  Whereas the ESL population had reified to an absolute Bengali 
enrollment, the ESL staff was a diverse composition of ethnic and religious identifications, 
spanning Lebanese, Albanian, Bangladeshi, Indian and Christian ethnic backgrounds with 
Muslim, Christian and Hindu religious identifications.  Three of the six teachers were women.   
Shaping the possibilities of a booming population were the local struggles of urban 
school reform.  The year I had begun fieldwork over 60 public schools had been closed and a list 
of sixty more school closings loomed into the next year.  In 2009, “Toussant Louverture High 
School” or TLHS was a Detroit Public School serving 1200 students. The overwhelming majority 
of the student body was documented as below the poverty level at 79%. TLHS enrollment was 
composed of 82% African American and 15% Bangladeshi students.  Five percent of the student 
body or 35% of Bengali-speaking students were enrolled in ESL classes.  After the first wave of 
school closures, 176 Bengali speaking students were enrolled in TLHS in stark contrast to the 
previous year’s enrollment of 47 students (Data compiled from www.citywide-data.com 2011).   
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     The para, or “neighborhood” to which these students belonged, was inclusive of Detroit 
and Hamtramck.  Hamtramck functioned as the commercial and socio-political hub for 
transnationals: it allowed close proximity to jobs with affordable housing while sieving the 
element of Black residents. Bangladeshis living in Detroit outnumbered those living in 
Hamtramck by almost 2 to 1.  In contrast to Asians living in Detroit proper, who consisted of 
less than 1% of the population; Hamtramck’s Asian population in 2009 was estimated at 21% 
and growing.   Such numerical investment in Hamtramck yielded in the accumulation of 
considerable political clout outside the city, as Bangladeshis engaging civic institutions 
introduced their own candidates who won several political offices by 2010.   
     Whereas Detroit’s population was 83% black and 11% white, such trends did not carry 
over to the city of Hamtramck, a white majority city, separated by railroad tracks and a history 
steeped in Polish working-class nostalgia.  As Michigan experienced the worst unemployment 
rates in the country since 1984, levelling at 15.2% in July of 2009 (US Dept. of Labor 2014), 
Bengali families continued to sponsor relatives and arrange marriages that would reside in 
Michigan.  While Detroit was reported to have an extremely high poverty rate of 34.5%, 
Hamtramck’s poverty rate was an astounding 43.3% with over half the population earning less 
than $25,000 median income a year (Fasenfest, Booza and Metzger 2004).    
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 Total  White  Black  Asian  Hispanic 
Detroit 
2010  713,777 75,600  590,294 7,852  54,206 
2000  951,270 116,599 775,772 9,268  47,167 
1990  1,027,974 212,804 777,916 8,325  48,679 
 
Hamtramck 
2010  22,423  11,876  4,285  4,806  328 
2000  22,976  14,007  3,473  2,382  300 
1990  18,372  15,359  2,774  222  240  
 FIGURE 1.1  *Data from US Census 2010 
 
While the African American population increased in Hamtramck by almost a 154% since the 
1990’s, South Asians had increased by 2166%.  Detroit and Hamtramck were cities in which it 
was possible for Bangladeshis to own businesses.  For many Bangladeshis, settlement in 
Hamtramck and Detroit was emphatically about property and family reunification.   
     The research asks: How do Bengali students adapt practices of kinship, or purdah to the 
racial politics that animate Detroit’s urban school reform?   Purdah, literally meaning veil or 
curtain, is a highly gendered, poly cultural and syncretic set of practices separating spaces of 
purity from defilement.  By separating or shielding one’s kinswomen from the public eye, 
families are able to uphold particular practices of discernment regarding religious purity and 
social stature.  
     Women’s fashions construct a visual field of competing social norms and values through 
a wide ranging-spectrum of cultural influences, splicing the kohl- eyed aesthetic of Bengali 
femininity with hijabs or head scarves and sequined burquas, an outer garment covering the 
whole body, with Dickies and polo shirts or with long skirts and chemises, accented by touches 
of Bollywood glam.  Many hijabs were adorned with ephemeral material, casually cascading to 
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the shoulders several times, throughout the day.  For many Bengali girls who were 
unaccustomed to the hijab in their native Bangladesh, the choice to wear or not wear the head 
scarf became a pivotal site for fashioning their Muslim-American identities. 
      This study extends the examination of purdah to describe a social institution which had 
mediated public life between various potentates, religious leaders and social classes for several 
centuries. Borrowing from Bourdieu’s (1979) work on Distinction, I propose that practices of 
purdah regulate both singular tastes and corporate aesthetics, incorporating mosaics of 
consumptive behaviors such as food, film or fashion into spatializing ontologies of class 
formation.  Purdah is dialectical, enervated by the close proximities of culturally diverse 
populations.  As an embodied performance of caste and class identifications, the several and 
diverse practices that shape the social domain of purdah are not ascriptive, nor are 
interpretations of gender roles fixed, but are dynamic, suiting the needs of the family.            
     Four major findings are evidenced through the inductive methodology of ethnography.  
The “Primogeniture Problematic” was intrinsic to the reproduction of a given household and its 
identifications with desh.  Implicit to arranged marriages was the propagation of the 
primogeniture, or the practice by which the eldest son inherits an estate in its entirety.   
Examining kinship practices revealed that marriages were often a means to secure and 
strengthen ties to desh, extending a family’s credibility and consolidating influence in financial 
matters.  It was also intrinsic to understanding how sibling and gendered identities were 
shaped.  Primogeniture problematics present the very real choices and constraints that Bengali 
youth faced as they closed out their senior year of high school.  Whether to work, marry, 
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pursue formal education or a combination of these strategies were all carefully weighed against 
the idea of being ‘useful’ or to continue to be of worth and social significance within the family.   
    For many families without sons, or sons maintaining properties in Bangladesh, cross-
cousin marriage allowed girls to continue to attend high school and even pursue post-
secondary education after marriage, while residing patrilocally.    In general, garnering a 
postsecondary education was enough to raise the stakes of a girl’s marital status, however 
investing in boys’ postsecondary education did not have a comparable financial impact.  With a 
limited job market and selective investment practices in siblings’ educations, many young men 
became divested from the continuum of social mobility, turning to menial work in factories and 
restaurants, in order to supplement the family’s income and strengthen the family’s name.   
     Secondly, this study examines how Bengali families adapted transnational kinship 
practices to American immigration policies.  Immigration policies regarding family reunification 
were based on the nuclear family model.  As a result, some households decided to adopt 
younger siblings, minor nieces and nephews, etc. Many households took root in metro-Detroit 
as a result of chain migrations by means of marriage as well.  The elision of extended kinship 
structures in American legal life shaped a variety of strategies research for accessing services 
and institutions for working class Bangladeshi families both at “home” and in the metro-Detroit 
area.   
     For example, many families continued to practice polygamy.  Though illegal in the United 
States, culturally sanctioned polygamy continued to be a vital means by which instances of 
wives and older children remaining in Bangladesh and other diasporan outliers, maintained 
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households and aggregated business interests that were instrumental in the coalescence of 
transnational networks of status and trade.  However, without the state’s legal endorsement of 
marital contracts, many households residing in Detroit were left vulnerable to continuous usury 
pressures. 
Thirdly, this study presents a preliminary consideration of Sufi mysticism in the cultural 
analysis of love.  In South Asian cultures, wind-swept romances are the most popular medium 
in transmitting spiritual teachings.  In considering the true depth and breadth of Sufism on 
cultural ontologies, Kim ventures to: “ . . . employ Sufism itself as a methodological lens.  I hold 
that Sufism is not just an object of study, but can be an analytical tool . . . an invisible, animating 
force of individual and communal Muslim life”  (Kim 2008: xvii).  For many Muslim youth, the 
awakening of love is also the experience of agency, or freedom.   
The enthralling world of youthful love and romance was often the visceral vehicle by 
which young people were able to express autonomy and articulate palpable futures.  Though 
young people indulged in romance, this was in intense preparation for the exercise of their first 
decisions as adults: to sacrifice the love of self for that of family.   Encountering love sometimes 
conflated with experiences of emasculation for young men both from in the school and within 
the family.  Emotions of futility and helplessness are explored through the gendered economy 
of adolescent conversations on suffering and self-mutilation.  This domestication of adolescent 
sensuality was negotiated primarily through fealty between young people as they helped each 
other to firstly skirt adult supervision to find time together; and then eventually to come to 
terms with their destinies.   
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Lastly, this research addresses the inherent duality of gender constructs in multicultural 
pedagogy.  The ESL staff’s preoccupation with feminine “restrictions” embodied by purdah, 
specifically, arranged marriage, served to obscure the material issues of urban school failure.  
Surprisingly, the privileging of gender equality over racial inequity in ESL instruction 
inadvertently displaced young Muslim men.  By dismissing institutional barriers (Skinner 1990), 
multicultural pedagogy continued to validate existant social inequities by blaming the student 
who failed to advance (Mudambi and Collie 1999).     
Whereas educators tended to perceive girls as the vehicle toward “modernizing the 
culture,” they also perceived Bengali masculinity to be opposed to women’s equality.  This 
binary construction of ethnicized genders created a sympathetic collusion between girls and 
staff by which a spectacle of girls’ fashions peppered the otherwise uniformed school.  
Concomitantly, the movement of, boys were conscripted. There were at least three occasions 
during observation that ESL boys had been prohibited from enrolling in classes with the main 
student body despite approaching school counselors.  
Gendered expressions of culture were asymmetrical across races.  African American girls 
were not allowed to transgress dress codes in order to express their femininity.  Nor were they 
considered as oppressed in comparison to the male chauvinism Bengali girls allegedly faced at 
home.   
Kabeer noted that at the level of the individual, purdah is embodied in a woman’s 
virtue, her comportment and morality.  On a kinship level, purdah represents the status and 
prestige of the family name in its ability to care for the woman’s everyday needs, thereby 
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allowing her to maximize her exercise of modesty or sharam.  “Finally, at a more impersonal 
level, purdah is experienced as a form of social control, imposed on women by the dominant 
interests within the wider community” (Kabeer2000: 87).   The data for this study is similarly 
presented.  Chapter 5, entitled “Feminine Entanglements” addresses the role of women and 
women’s fashion in creating the boundary work of purdah.  Chapter 6, entitled “Entangled 
Genders” focusses on issues of love and marriage in order to address the muted lives of boys in 
school.   Chapter 7, entitled “Entangled between the Races” describes the racialization of 
working class families within the larger Bengali diaspora. 
Exploring the role of kinship not only addresses a serious lacuna pertaining to ethnic 
masculinities in schooling.  Kinship practices also provide a critical vantage by which researchers 
may begin to unravel the knotty articulation of race relations through the gendered economy of 
the American family. 
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Why Migrate?  Perspectives on Capital and Family 
 
As the cumulative effects of migrations carved new social fields for inquiry, researchers 
focused more specifically on how migration was discreetly shaped by regional histories and the 
politics of family.   Migration, seen through a lens of multiple histories invoked an analysis that 
transcended the straight forward politics of modernization and nation-state building. Migration 
was reconceived as the active negotiation of concepts of family, nationalism and identity.   
Theories on migration initially hinged on the concept of global structuring forces.  The 
equilibrium perspective (Friedlander 1965, Hume 1973, Spengler and Myers 1977) situated 
migrant labor as a phenomenon that was created and regulated by global market forces, the 
structural historic approach (Meillasoux 1981, Portes and Walton 1981, Wallerstein 1979) 
explained the basis of migration to be impelled by the urbanization processes of rural to urban 
developments.  However, generalizations about migrations and their impact were difficult to 
assess.  What did global forces look like on the ground level?  
Bauder (2006) criticized the “capitalocentrism” of migration theory in explaining social 
movement as part of the larger movement of capital.  Emphasizing socio-cultural productions 
associated with migrations as forms of embodied capital, he described the agency or the 
intentionality of migrating subjects alongside the politics of citizenship to describe how 
migration practices regulated social hierarchies across national boundaries.   
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Ethnographic scholarship examining sites for emigration (Georges 1990, Chopra  2005, 
George 2005, Kabeer, 2000, Kurien 2002, Parrenas 2001) described migrations as a popular 
strategy of sending families and sending states.  The analytical emphasis turned from migration 
as a rural to urban trajectory of social development toward a study of how autonomous social 
networks were formed across geographic locales.  These approaches revealed how migration 
was in large part a strategy for family survival.  Rudrappa (2004) referred to the family as a 
locus point by which social change was mediated by a family structure in which notions of 
gender and authority were regulated:  
The family is a familiar unit in which the immigrant makes a home for herself 
within an alien world.  The familial location gives her a sense of connection and 
continuity with her previous life in the “homeland.”  The home and the family, 
therefore become an anchor for rejuvenation of self for the new immigrant 
(Rudrappa 2004: 40) 
Researchers explored how these strategies have accumulated over time to affect relations of 
larger social institutions and polities.   
George (2005) examined labor migration through the gendered prism of Indian nurses 
immigrating to the U.S.  She described how class position, family structure and gender roles 
were inscribed throughout the migration process.  She observed: “Employment for many 
immigrant women becomes an extension of their obligations as wives and mothers, resulting in 
the maintenance of patriarchy in the household despite working outside of the home” (George, 
2005; 26).  Her work described the patriarchal prejudice of other families towards families that 
were brought over by their female counterparts. George lent insight into how migration 
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practices often focused on the reconstitution of family hierarchy abroad as a way of anchoring 
gender roles across the experience of structural inversions.     
Kabeer (2000) examined Bangladeshi women adapting to the garment industry.  
Mobilizing a comparative approach, she described how Bangladeshi women’s participation in 
the garment industries of London and Dhaka contributed to a common labor market.  The 
women of London were employed on a private, contractual basis, pursuing employment within 
the home.  The opening of garment factories in Dhaka had spurred on radically 
transformational social developments.  Gendered conventions such as the practices of purdah 
were reinterpreted in an effort to harmonize with familial relations.  Such larger 
transformations as married women participating in the work force were correlated with a 
cosmic imagination of sacrifice.  The condition of having to set aside certain traditions of 
purdah had come to reflect choices forged in self-sacrifice and love. These qualities 
demonstrated the strength and resilience of the feminine, as well as symbolizing the 
vulnerability of cultural boundaries.   
Kurien’s (2002) study of international migrations focused on the impact of remittances 
on the socio-economic developments of the sending communities. Remittances were not only 
mobilized to secure family status (both extended and nuclear), but also used for social 
advancement within sending countries.  However, these remittances, and the ways by which 
they were invested was diverse.  Migration from Kerala to the Middle East, and, the rapid 
economic transformations brought about within the district of Kerala demonstrated how ethnic 
identity within these communities was animated by issues of social mobility:   
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In other words, as long as there are significant differences between groups in the 
access to social, cultural, economic and political resources, these differences are 
legitimized as being an outcome of ethnic variations.  Since the distributional 
access of different ethnic groups keeps changing, the content of ethnicity us 
always being reformulated (Kurien, 2002: 162). 
Such mutual cultural and economic developments between differing locales had led scholars to 
problematize ‘globalizing’ structures as monolithic or homogenizing forces. 
  The use of migration as a strategy to maintain middle class status had been cited often 
in research (Parrenas 2001, Bauder 2006, Khandelwar 1991).  South Asian migrants often 
described the high level of competition, little resources and little chance of promotion as the 
impetus to search out work elsewhere.  Education, whether school fees within sending 
countries or having access to institutions had also been discussed by many families as the 
means by which they tolerate the experience of a downward social mobility in the countries 
they labor (Parrenas 2001, Kalita 2003, Rangaswamy 2000, Purkayastha 2005).   
 Schiller, Basch and Blanc (1997) explored the concept of transnationalism as a process in 
which subjects contribute to multiple sites of cultural, economic and social productions 
simultaneously.  Transnationalism strayed from the straight forward relationship of sending and 
receiving countries to consider a global labor market in which subjects migrate multiple times.  
The labor of transmigrants produced an effect of ‘simultanaeity:’ “ the social process in which 
migrants established social fields that cross geographical, cultural borders” (Schiller, et al., 
1997; ix).   
Whereas the discussion of migration arose around more abstract inquiries into the 
shaping of a global economy, ethnographic research over time had demonstrated how 
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migrations had in fact transformed the functions of the nation-state (Appadurai 1996, Hardt 
and Negri 2000, Ong 1999, Bauder 2006).  An analysis of the transition to late capitalism 
provoked the argument that perhaps the cumulative cultural productions of migration over 
time had in fact shaped the trajectories of capital.  In Modernity at Large, Appadurai (1996) 
described the need for scholars to reconsider the cultural field apart from its geographic locus 
of symbols.  The production of the local was a labor that contested the ‘globalization’ narratives 
of a homogenizing cultural force.  Appadurai demonstrated how participation in such media as 
circulated films and cyberspace offer socio-cultural forums by which new identities were 
formed and were in constant flux.  These identities were not territorially based, but were the 
material expressions of subjects who were in movement.   
 The ethnographic endeavor of describing the visceral experience of migration within a 
world saturated with colonial power was explored through the vein of postcolonial studies.  
Similar to Ogbu’s (1978) discernment of voluntary and involuntary migrations, Hall’s (1993) call 
for the end of the essential black subject asserted that difference was relational, contextual and 
fluid, or in other words, political.  Whereas Hall interrogated academic constructions of 
blackness, Gilroy (1991) deconstructed the methodological bias toward the territorialization of 
diasporan identities.  Observing black subjects who had had no experience of a homeland, 
Gilroy noted that identity was not fixed or posited in terms of a bounded locus such as a 
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The South Asian Diaspora and Bengali Speaking Identities  
 
          Diasporan Studies highlighted the various overlapping dimensions of identity and cultural 
agency by focusing on the visceral effects of alienation alongside the cultural labor of nostalgia 
in forming newer political identifications.  The convergence and redeployment of nationality, 
regionalism, language, religious identification, family structure, etc., or ethnic identity, was in 
part constructed by the historical and juridical foundations of host countries. Transnational 
Studies, invigorated by the concept of simultaneity (Schiller et al., 1997), balanced this 
perspective by focusing on the very contemporary developments of human technologies which 
facilitated immigrants to participate vigorously in their homelands economic and political 
developments. 
Studies on diaspora often centered on the emotive triggers of homeland and the 
visceral condition of exile.  The ‘homeland’ as a reified symbol of past and constancy became a 
part of a collective imagination for those who shared in the experiences of alienation or social 
dislocation (Boym 2001, Bammer 1994, Wong 2005).  However, the feeling of exile, or the 
concomitant nostalgic yearning for the familiar “as signified by the collective trauma of 
banishment” (Cohen, 1977: ix) confined the immigrant experience primarily to terms of his or 
her estrangement.  The sensibility of social dislocation or displacement “as a comprehensive, 
contextualized, and critical route of inquiry into contemporary realities” was emphasized in 
articulating the subjective experience of immigrants (Anderson and Lee, 2005: 7). Clifford 
muses, “The term diaspora is a signifier, not simply of transnationality and movement, but of 
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political struggles to define the local, as distinctive community, in historical contexts of 
displacement.’ (Clifford 1997: 287).   
Scholars (Van der Veer 1994 1995, Rangaswamy 2000, Shukla 1999, 2001, 2003 Ong 
1999) cautioned against an uncritical conceptualization of diaspora which unevenly represented 
subjects in terms of nationalities, threatening to sample particular cultural formations as 
representative of larger social processes.  Rangaswamy proposed the term oikumene, “which 
connotes the formation of an extended household around a central oikos (a Greek word 
meaning ‘home’” (Rangaswamy, 2000: 7).  Oikumene emphasized the consanguinity of the 
extended relation.  The condition of exile was contested in Rangaswamy’s critique of the Indian 
American’s experience by emphasizing the historicity and continuity of local migration practices 
alongside the continuity of extended family living arrangements in India. Though the homeland 
still held symbolic focus, emphasis on movement shifted from a consideration of homeland to 
“outlier” to homeland and several “outliers.” Each outlier constituted a familial destination in 
and of itself.    
Rangaswamy’s (2000) research explored the differences between the two waves of 
Indian migration.  Whereas the first wave settled directly into suburbs, the second wave 
gathered in urban enclaves due to economic vulnerability and interdependence.  Secondly, the 
growth and survival of the second wave was insured by a growing service sector specialized in 
the needs of South Asian customers.  Career moves into specific service industries such as 
banking, insurance and law indicate not only a growing diversity within the South Asian 
population, but also its permanence in American life.  Such vocational endeavors indicated a 
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shift in migration strategies from finding work “outside” the homeland toward setting up 
industries between the sending and receiving countries in order to satisfy the growing 
consumptive needs of a population which had collected and grown over time.   
In India Abroad, Shukla (2003) described the formation of a diasporan imagination and 
how it was conditioned by the historical experiences of South Asian migrations.  South Asian 
migrations had not only been diverse in terms of destination but also in terms of historic time 
and social standing of the emigrants themselves.  Shukla described the South Asian diaspora as 
a social formation informed by the transitional politics of competing nationalisms during post 
war Britain and America.  She examined how the representation of South Asians as a successful 
minority group intertwined with Britain and America’s nationalist projects of 
multiculturalism.  Formations of South Asian diaspora may be imagined as a contact zone not 
just for different nationalisms, but also different generational, class and migration experiences.   
In the United States, upper middle class Hindu Indians had attained a hegemonic 
visibility that was linked to having a professional status as well as economic and entrepreneurial 
success.  Diasporan cultures were shaped by much more than notions of nostalgia, nationalism 
and homeland.  For Shukla, South Asian diasporan expressions of literature, music and media 
were constituted by phenomena that were predicated outside of the “homeland” politics of 
India.  However divergent these nationalist projects were, they were also in constant play as 
South Asians from US and UK articulated their experiences of racialization and ethnicization.   
Diaspora, as a “contact zone” between differing affiliations of South Asian-ness was 
further problematized by the conflictual histories of South Asian states (Shukla, 2003).  Sikhs in 
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the US had consolidated considerable wealth and clout, and have been able to posit an 
imagination of Kalistan, a separate nation, even as they are constituted as part of the South 
Asian diaspora.  The battle between Hindu-majority India and Muslim-majority Pakistan for the 
northern state of Kashmir also illustrated the strain of religious politics as it pertained to “South 
Asians” in general.   
In contrast to the racial economy of Britain, South Asians entering the United States 
were not as readily categorized as “black.”  Neither were South Asians considered to be racially 
Mongoloid in accordance with Asiatic descent.  Whereas the Immigration Acts of 1917 and 
1924 affected the lives and futures of Japanese and Chinese laborers directly, racial 
categorization for South Asians equivocated during the Thind case.   
In United States versus Bhagat Singh Thind, the Supreme Court observed that though 
South Asians were legally categorized as Caucasian due to their classification as Aryans, they 
were to be considered as racially white.  The juridical foundations for future racializations 
limiting membership of South Asians in the United States were forged over four crucial pieces 
of legislation.  The Immigration Act of 1917, also known as the Asiatic Barred Zone Act, was a 
law that restricted the immigration of 'undesirables' from other countries, such as "idiots, 
imbeciles, epileptics, alcoholics, poor, criminals, beggars, any person suffering attacks of 
insanity."  One of the main engines of the 1917 Act was to restrict Asian immigration: “Any 
country not owned by the U.S. adjacent to the continent of Asia” are restricted from 
immigrating.  Following, the Immigration Act of 1924, also known as the National Origins Act, 
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further restricted Asian immigration by imposing a quota system on immigration based on the 
existant ratio of diversity already present within the United States.   
The United States Immigration Act of 1965 allowed a new Indian community in the 
United States to narrate a new ethnic history premised on the successful folding of Indian 
nationalism and American entrepreneurship.  The sudden surge of well-trained scientists, 
doctors and engineers from the mid 1960’s Cold War hysteria onward, allowed not only for a 
sudden South Asian presence in the US during the Cold War, but the emergence of South Asian 
identities which followed very different racially structured paths.   
Shukla (2003), van der Veer (2001, 1995), Prasad (2000) and Sivanandan (1990) 
described the propensity of the South Asian diaspora to be represented by middle to upper 
middle class Hindu interests.  As such, diaspora may be examined as a politics of representation 
in which a new social order of cross-cultural race and class divisions take on new significance.   
After the Immigration Act of 1965, South Asian populations made their way to the US in 
two distinct waves.  The first wave of South Asians was highly technically trained, impelled by 
cold war politics as well as limited opportunities for employment and promotion at home.  This 
meant that their settlement was mediated by private industries and offices of employment.  At 
the same time, rapid suburbanization meant that many migrants settled directly into the 
suburbs as opposed to finding their initial foothold in the city.  The second wave of South Asian 
immigration fell under the family reunification act.  Between the 1980’s and 1990’s over 84% of 
population made their way to the US under the reunification act.  Adding a new layer to the 
South Asian diaspora, the institution of the Lottery System, or the Immigration Act of 1990, 
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allowed working class Sylhetis to emigrate from Bangladesh.  Unlike their Indian and Pakistani 
counterparts, the working class had little familiarity with English and limited academic 
credentials. 
Youthful productions of desi (“of the motherland”) identities formed blurring regional 
and religious differences while fomenting a new American pan-ethnicity (Maira 2002, 2005a, 
2005b,   Shukla 1999, 2000, 2003).  The production of desi identities celebrated the 
regionalisms of kinship while scaffolding a type of rational diasporan cosmopolitanism. For 
Muslim youth, Mohammad-Arif reflected: 
The process of migration and the style of American education have combined to 
cause quite a few young people – more than among their peers left behind in the 
homeland – to refuse to take part in rituals in which they cannot see any 
meaning, and to expect rational explanations.  The youths do not try so much to 
rationalize religion itself but tend to apprehend Islam on a more rational mode in 
migration, as the mechanical way of practicing religion which is still current in 
South Asia is not satisfying (Mohammad-Arif 2002: 119). 
The everyday act of discerning “difference” served to obfuscate what was cultural from what 
was rational.  Conversely, public discussions on cultural difference were not just descriptive 
accounts, but dialogic acts of self-fashioning, as minority students participated in national 
discourse (Welsh 1999; Turner 1993; Verma 2004).   
How these disparate populations intermingled in the States while maintaining very stark 
religious and class boundaries became a transformational site for the syncretic practices of 
purdah to evolve and expand globally.  Previously, syncretism was used to describe ontological 
transformations by examining common symbolic and ritual practices between differing religious 
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systems in order to explain how otherwise heterogeneous social bodies come to construct 
common economies as well as shared norms and values.  In this study, I frame purdah as a 
syncretic practice. 
The growing body of work on syncretism posits a cognitive fulcrum for the 
anthropologist to experience the process of making new meanings in times of sweeping, 
indescribable change.  The articulation of anxieties that is global in origin and local in meaning 
making may defy the available gamut of rational or liberal or ‘modern’ thinking (Trumbull 1973) 
revealing the ways power enervates local discourses through the abstracted effects of 
structural violence (Geschiere 1997, Comaroff and Comaroff 1993, Meyer 1998, Weller 1994, 
Farmer 1993, Kapferer 2002). 
Kendall (2003) observed how Koreans mobilized their pantheon of godly personalities to 
anthropomorphize global institutions such as the IMF and World Bank which seemed to be 
more distanced from the real world than the world of gods.  Shamans became the primary 
interlocutors negotiating the impact of changing economies on the family.  Whereas money 
was considered polluting, the material need for success in a modern global economy was 
metaphorically framed in terms of “gods’ greedy appetites” (Kendall 2003: 48). The volatility of 
the open market transected relations of patronage and socio-cultural hierarchies in an 
economy of small family businesses. 
Jean Comaroff (1997) examined the rise of witchcraft and child abuse as a confluence of 
the inexplicably swift experience of fatal poverty with imagery of Christian evil. Syncretism in 
this case was explored through the traumatic inversion of the role of children in a society that 
was dying.  Accusing children of witchcraft not only removed children from their family table it 
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also demonstrated the straits by which the imagination must come to grips within a seemingly 
autophagic existence.  The inversion of the role of children from a symbol of a given village’s 
wealth to that of bad magic reconfigured the ontological disposition of a whole belief system 
within a generation.  Similar to Honwala’s (2005) kidnapped child soldiers, children came to 
represent progressive death, disease and destruction, the inversion of all that was expected as 
a social good. 
Anthropologist Jonathan Friedman (1992) suggested that the concept of syncretism may 
be expanded to chart the shifting currents of localization and globalization.  For Friedman, 
syncretism revealed a semiotic bridge for understanding changes in cultural practices.  Duranti 
and Ochs (1996) examined how Samoan families conflated multicultural values with newer 
expressions of ethnic identity.  They contended against assertions that language was indicative 
of cultural orientation or that students practiced one cultural identity at a time.   Duranti and 
Ochs demonstrated how both the Samoan and English language were mobilized to create 
distinct cultural practices on the one hand while merging cultural practices from differing 
linguistic worlds on the other.   
Anthropology of Education: Identifying Institutions as Actors 
As theoretical clarifications on culture became more intrinsic to multi-ethnic arenas, the 
relationship of the cultural subject to an objective structure, such as the school, took on greater 
urgency.  In addressing this issue two overlapping methodologies: Culture Personality Studies 
and Practice Theory continue to animate educational ethnography today.   
Spindler and Spindler (1965) developed methods which were particular to the 
ambivalent environment of state institutions such as the school.  Heavily influenced by Culture-
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Personality schools of thought which explored the relationship between shared norms and 
cognitive process, George and Louise Spindler examined how students perceived themselves 
and their environments against a backdrop of significant social change.  Devising the IAI, or the 
Instrumental Activities Inventory “to uncover perceptions of reality organized normatively in 
means-ends relationships” (Spindler and Spindler ([1965] 2000:5), the Spindlers unveiled the 
importance of community life in understanding the schooling experience.  By asking students 
who had recently migrated from rural areas to describe the two environments of city life and 
country life, attitudes and ideas about life trajectories, cultural expectations and quality of life 
issues surfaced to demonstrate the subjective diversity of the education experience.   
Spindler and Spindler’s original contention that culture is the cumulative effect of 
individual choices and not a preset value system, urged the school ethnographer to revisit child-
rearing practices alongside the indigenous knowledges and epistemologies that influenced 
transmission of cultural.  Culture as an “ontological status of internalized subjective 
experience,” (Spiro 1961: 474) was further elucidated in Ogbu’s differentiation and analysis of 
caste-like versus voluntary immigrant students.   
In “School Ethnography: A Multilevel Approach,” Ogbu  (1981) offered  school as an 
overlapping field of competing institutions: i.e. city, community, teachers, administrators, 
students, government and economy.  As opposed to pitting institution against community, 
Ogbu argued the school, with its own identity competes with the interests of city, students, 
communities and teachers alike.  This Althusserian emphasis on institutional practices through 
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the interpellation of diverse cultural values described an arena of cultural transmission that was 
pregnant with conflicts, contradictions, possibilities and choices.   
Mobilizing a multilevel analysis, Ogbu was able to differentiate how several minority 
groups were shaped in terms of their particular relationships with American social structures 
and institutions.  Describing a cognitive logic of blackness that possesses an inherent distrust of 
public institutions, an ambivalent perception of success, legitimation of street culture, and 
experiences a job ceiling or the idea that educational credentials do not translate as far for 
blacks as it does for whites in mainstream institutions; Ogbu was able to scaffold a caste-
economy of ethnic achievement. While voluntary immigrant groups directly sought out wealth 
and success, involuntary populations constituted an inchoate caste with its own psychic life 
rooted in the history of America, itself (Ogbu 1978, 1981).  A typography of structural violence 
interwoven with the perceptual practices of African Americans who must negotiate ever-
changing politics and policies, demonstrated the various types of socio-structural isolations 
which hindered their abilities to meet basic needs.   
 Another influential vein of methodology was predicated on Practice Theory.  In 
Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture, French anthropologists Bourdieu and Passeron 
(1977) argued that economic obstacles were not sufficient to explain the disparities in academic 
achievement.  Beyond economic factors, “cultural habits and…dispositions inherited from” the 
family were important indicators to school success (Bourdieu & Passeron 1977, 14).  Bourdieu 
and Passeron argued that culture shared many of the same relational dynamics as economic 
capital.  Cultural habits or dispositions are indicators of social memberships capable of 
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generating profits. Cultural habits may also be either co-opted by individual subjects on the one 
hand or monopolized by a group on the other. 
Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital confronted the traditional sociological dichotomy 
of subject and social structure.  As opposed to the emphasis on anomie, or the breakdown of 
the social fabric, Bourdieu focused on the everyday. In A Theory of Practice, Bourdieu (1975) 
developed the concept of habitus as everyday ways by which capitals were articulated through 
social relationships.  Cultural, social and symbolic capitals were cumulative effects of 
experiences of both the home and the school.  Any type of cultural “competence” became a 
form of capital  
In 1979, Bourdieu’s Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste explored 
class reproduction as an intergenerational transmission of aesthetics or cultural tastes.  The 
approach of reproducing specific cultures through institutional practices of class interactions 
had heavily influenced educational analysis.  Willis (1977) described how English working-class 
boys were socially shaped between the false ideology of schooling as an egalitarian force for 
social advancement and the lived experience of institutional alienation.  Such resistant 
masculinities were a resultant habitus developed within the relations of the school itself as an 
institutional actor and a site for the reproduction of class relations.  
Similarly, Lesko (2000) described several competing conceptions of masculinities in 
school settings, describing the continuities of masculine production between the football field 
and the school.  Mobilizing a feminist framework, Lesko explored how seemingly diverse 
sexualities were constructed amidst everyday class and gendered relations of teachers, 
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students and administration.  Similarly, many researchers situating public policy issues (Anyon 
2001; Devine 1996; Ravitch 1995, 2001 and Apple 1995, 2000, 2004) also approached the 
school as a technology and extension of the privileged, examining reform politics through the 
lens of class conflict.   
However, educational ethnographers had also begun to address the distance that has 
grown between the Culture-Personality approach and Practice Theory.  Culture-personality, 
with its focus on the interplay of individual cognition and the construction of multiple social 
environments inherently problematized the idea that school is simply an extension of a 
monolithically dominant regime, while Practice Theory urged ethnographers to consider the 
urgent matter of power-relations within the basic functions of society: class reproduction.    
Varenne and McDermott’s (1998) Successful Failure discussed the multiple levels of 
institutional bureaucracy as cultural spaces of struggle and contestation.  The politics of 
accountability and reform were interpreted through the polarized concepts of success and 
failure.  The monograph presented four case studies of students who were labeled failures by 
educators and educational institutions.  In this case, failure was coded for those perceived as 
disabled or disadvantaged in some way within the school systems of New York City.   
Successful Failure demonstrated how schools evolved as singular actors within an 
ecology of competition with one another. Thus the success and failure of students were 
interdependent to the success and failures of schools.  Within this competitive niche, the 
galvanization of standardized testing and the urgency to diagnose low performing students with 
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disabilities or bilingual needs served to stratify students within their own student bodies as well 
as across broader class lines i.e. the urban/suburban divide.   
Reminiscent of Ogbu’s (1981) assertion that the practice of ethnography encompasses 
the problematization public policy; Hoffman’s methodological critique (1998) called for 
anthropology to “write against culture“ (Hoffman 1998, 464).  Hoffman contended that the 
scholarship of ethnography should actively challenge theoretical dichotomies by focusing on 
the choices of individual actors.  In this case, ethnography as “a mode of investigation is 
particularly well suited to bringing out aspects of the human condition that the human 
condition itself always conspires to hide” (Varenne and McDermott 1998: 15).   
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METHODS FOR OBSERVATION AND ANALYSIS 
 
 
FIGURE 3.1     Students after school a week before Spring Break.  Photograph by Sunanda Samaddar 
Becoming a Participant Observer 
Conducting research in an urban environment revealed the various ways by which social 
interactions were mitigated by rigid geographies, race, class and age stratifications imposed by 
a type of terrain which was fast paced and fast changing.  However, writing an urban 
ethnography also revealed the strengths of the dialogical process whereby the cultural 
participation of the researcher made legible the several varied and subtle stratifications within 
a given cultural/linguistic community.  Bestor (2010) elaborated on social networks as a specific 
necessity in the methodology of urban anthropology.  Networks potentially progressed into 
leads for spaces of overlapping, highly interconnected social worlds.  As chance encounters 
introduced the anthropologist to possible networks, the networks themselves also constituted 
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several centripetal forces of interaction, shaping the social legitimacy of the anthropologist 
herself.   
  Foster and Kemper (2010) noted that urban anthropologists often enlisted the 
opportunities and services of universities, government agencies and other types of institutional 
office in garnering and maintaining support for their projects.  In the urban context, where it 
was more difficult to meet potential informants, it was often a better strategy to focus on 
networks of relationships as opposed to a given geographic locale.  “As intermediaries, we may 
use members of the group itself, local officials, or other social scientists who are known to the 
people selected for study” (Foster and Kemper 2010: 13).   
Having been a professional Indian Classical dancer had lent me much of my cultural 
authority as well as a direct segue way into cultural life.  As a senior student of a locally and 
internationally celebrated guru of classical dance, I inherited the status of a spiritual teacher.  
Being an Indian, high caste Hindu, Bengali and a suburbanite, three possible strategies for entry 
were explored.  Firstly, I relied on introductions from my family into the suburban Bangladeshi 
community, which I had hoped would trickle into recommendations for potential interviewees.  
The second point of entry involved contacting subjects during my research on the “Call to 
Prayer” controversy in Hamtramck during the summer of 2004.  My third strategy was to 
rejuvenate relationships I had cultivated through my own professional background in university 
activism and school reform as a Youth Programs Director from 1997 to 2000 for the Urban 
Agenda/Civic Literacy Project, a non-profit housed in Wayne State University, Detroit.    
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For the purposes of this study, I describe my efforts to engage differing social networks 
in order to illustrate the highly stratified ecology of Bengali-speaking cultures.  Network I may 
be represented as the suburban leadership, comprising of those individuals, both Hindus and 
Muslims, who are highly educated and play pivotal roles in the organization of Bangladeshi life 
in the inner city. Network II describes my efforts to manage introductions more directly, 
through the urban leadership of Bangladeshi government officials.  Whereas I have had much 
support from this network during my previous field studies, a discernible shift seemed to have 
taken place in which the regional affiliations between the cosmopolitans of Dhaka and the 
villagers of Sylhet had coalesced into a public outing of all city-based families.  Previous urban 
organizers who had garnered their initial foothold into local politics by forming coalitions with 
various other community leaders as well as receiving endorsements and campaign donations 
from suburban families were presently being toppled by a politics of regional affinity.   Network 
III, the Detroit Public Schools, is also a familiar network, but one that had not been galvanized 
since my work as a programs director with a local university.   
Whereas Networks I and II conceived of me as an outsider, an Indian, non-Muslim, 
Bengali-speaker; Network III, the Detroit Public Schools positioned me into a curious 
interlocutor between the worlds of school and home.  Toussaint Louverture High School (TLHS) 
was happy to have a Bengali researcher to help enrich communication with and recruitment of 
Bengali families, while Bengali students were eager to learn more about their new city beyond 
the strictures of urban violence and western excess. 
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Network I - Introductions from the Parents  
 
FIGURE 3.2     Instructing students of dance at the local Bangladeshi Temple.  Photograph by Shyama Haldar. 
          During April 2009, through an introduction by my parents, I was invited to speak with Mr. 
Mukhapadhaya.  He was a suburban Sylheti Hindu as well as the executive director of a 
Bangladeshi Hindu temple in Detroit.  Mr. Mukhapadhaya enthusiastically offered to introduce 
me to the temple membership and to advocate my project.  Driving down cracked cement 
roads barely spanned by desiccated tar, I passed the expected Conant Avenue/ Bangladesh 
Avenue crossroad, the invisible line where Hamtramck ended and Detroit with its visual mess of 
abandoned buildings began.  The former dry cleaner would have looked like any other 
beleaguered building on the street except for the lavish use of sunburst orange.  When I 
stepped inside the temple, the older women cut eyes at me from the kitchen.  I introduced 
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myself in shudho bhasha (or proper Bengali).  Yielding no response, I meekly headed toward the 
prayer hall.   
The katha, or spiritual talk was in session.  The children ran about as they pleased, their 
movements amplified by squeaking floor boards.  Spent and bored, girls and boys alike, crossed 
over to the men’s side of listeners and planted themselves on their fathers’ laps until they 
caught their second wind.   
Mr. Mukhapadhaya had a very self-effacing manner.  He insisted that he was not very 
learned, but then translated the main points of the katha into Sylheti, the local dialect or 
language.  Mr. Mukhapadhaya spoke about the Michigan Temple Association.  He passed 
around a circular from the last event, having to do with affordable healthcare.  He held the full 
color front page of the circular up to show a picture of their temple included within a collage of 
other important Hindu temples in the area.  Then, he turned to a specific article inside the 
circular about the practice of Ayurveda and surgery – referencing manuals on surgery written in 
Sanskrit in 6 BC.  He deferred to the purut (or priest who was a retired doctor), as he addressed 
him in fictive kinship as Mesho, or maternal sister’s husband.   
Doctors constitute a modern day jat, or an inherited profession.  Most doctors are from 
the upper castes.  There is a syncretic transference of spiritual leadership upon modern, 
scientific healers.   This cadre of elite doctors is the shadow heritage of the first wave of South 
Asian migrations, which focused on two needs of the American labor force during the Cold War 
years: medically trained professionals to practice in urban areas and scientists.  It is important 
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to note that as seasoned elders, many immigrants of the first wave occupied critical leadership 
roles within these several smaller, disparate communities, which arrived years later.   
The men I met were just as gracious as the women were recalcitrant.  I felt out of place.  
The overtures that I did make toward the women cooking kichuri, a lentil rice porridge, and 
even Mr. Mukhapadhaya’s wife went nowhere.  Mr. Mukhapadhaya introduced me to half the 
men in the outer room, first discussing my mother and father, their position in the community, 
their relationship to him, then my brother, who was studying medicine, and then of course, me.  
He volunteered me to perform in their program next week, after which I would make an 
announcement about my study.  Meekly, I took my prasad, or blessed foods, then left.   
I returned the following week to perform.  In times of celebration the gendered 
composition of the room is inverted.  Whereas during the katha, the women sat in a loose 
group on one side of the floor and the men sat on the other side, for this anushtan, or social 
program, the women and children sat in front, on wooden chairs, facing a very modest stage.  
The men socialized in the back during the performances.  I entered the prayer hall in full stage 
regalia and performed my pranams or greetings to the isle of murtis or divine images.   I 
pretended to not notice the cold stares and pointed questions I received from the children’s 
mothers in the change room as we made preparations.  They eyed me quite openly displaying 
their distaste at the spectacle of a dheri mei or “an oafish, or overgrown child” about to mount 
the stage.  It is not modest for adult women to participate in public performances of dance, 
while poetry and singing are considered more acceptable forms of feminine comportment.   
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




The stage was tiny, the dingy work space carpet curled at the edges like cellophane.  The 
backdrop was an unforgiving hue of yellow layered against a sundry hue of sun blanched wood 
paneling.  The program opened with Dr. So-and-So’s daughter delivering a power point lecture 
on Hinduism.  Then her parents, who are major donors to the temple, were called upon stage 
and acknowledged for their daughter’s achievement.  I was seated next to the local president of 
ISKON, a Hari Krishna sect, popularized in American media by the portrayal of throngs of 
saffron-robed devotees at airports.  He was an affable Irishman with saffron robes and a jogging 
jacket.  I was caught off guard when they announced me next.   
Though my performance was well-received, the announcement of my project was 
simply ignored.  Mr. Mukhapadhaya interceded during my description of the research project – 
due to the audience’s apparent disinterest -  to ask them to applaud my parents.  My multi-
colored flyers were strewn like confetti on the floor.  Children immediately became busy setting 
up games with their newfound abundance of paper. 
After the performance, I approached a table of college students, but I only seemed to 
put more distance between us.  Though I was able to siphon a few prospective names and 
numbers, none of them panned out in the next several months.  But there was avid interest in 
the dance, itself.  The most vital organizer of this effort was Mrs. Mukhapadhaya, herself.  
My involvement with the temple has since developed into a classical school of dance for 
lower income families, serving 15 – 20 primary school age girls at any given time.  My privileged 
training inadvertently afforded a space within the Hindu community as a dance teacher, a 
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revered spiritual status, allowing me to participate in the everyday lives of a few Hindu 
Bangladeshi families while fostering a space to familiarize myself with the Sylheti dialect.  
Network II - Reconnecting with Local Officials 
 
FIGURE 3.3     Fundraising Event for Clarke’s bid for the House of Representatives.  Photograph by Kazi Miah. 
During April 2009, I also attempted to touch base with a Bengali city councilman who 
had helped me tremendously during my pilot research in 2004.  Upon entering an old Polish 
coffee shop, two Bengali men eyed me subtly.  Though I am Bengali as well, my style of dress 
and my body language held nothing familiar to them.  I was as strange to them as I was to the 
old European waitress behind the counter.  Locality can be so nuanced, sometimes only a 
twenty minute drive can give away one’s interloping.  On the way out, I picked up a Bangladeshi 
newspaper.  Many of the words in the story titles were English in Bengali font: Barack Obama . . 
. President . . . terrorist, etc., interspersed with brief articles about the dimming employment 
situation for Bengalis.   
As I passed store fronts, I noticed that several of the Bangladeshi establishments that I 
had patronized during previous summers had since closed.  Walking up to Santal INC, the 
predictable Bangladeshi client strolled out of the building.  However, I also observed that the 
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inside was bustling with African American patronage.  Santal was truly a facility in the very 
sense of the word: driving school, immigration law services, welfare applications, etc. – 
attracting minority business while targeting the specific needs of Hamtramck’s various 
immigrants.   
My exchange with Arif, the owner of Santal, demonstrated a recent and radical shift of 
political power within Bangladeshi families – away from the Dhaka-centered, shudho bhasha 
speaking, urban, educated elite.  Though Arif interpreted his ambivalent position in Hamtramck 
politics as the reactionary measures of an uneducated community, it was his own network 
affiliations that laid the groundwork for his sudden ascension and then his dramatically drawn 
out decline. 
Arif, a business owner and city councilman had been one of my most encouraging 
informants.  We met 5 years ago, when he was the first Bangladeshi to win a city office.   Arif’s 
lineage can be traced to his grandfather, a principal in Dhaka who had sent his sons to the US in 
the 1940’s, while India was still a colony, to pursue higher education.  His uncle was the first 
South Asian engineer to be employed in General Motors in the 1930’s.  
Arif began by distancing himself from the community.  He felt “shameful and 
embarrassed” about the community.  He stayed away to “try to protect himself.”   
If he socialized with one organization it made him “automatic enemies” with the rest.  
Everyone expected him to be their close personal friend.  The “nasty politics” made him worry 
about his own respectability and reputation as an elected official.  Having lost the election for 
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the Michigan House of Representatives in 2007 by 2009, he did not know what direction his 
political career would take.  Clearly, he was being shunned.   
Arif noted that the community is “More crazy now than before.  I was the one who 
opened door.  Now I am the target.”   
Describing the “face lift” of Conant Avenue, he mused: “You know what? All you see is 
all the Bengalis.  When you wake up, everything is Bengali, when you go to work, to lunch, 
come home, all is Bengali.  So you think you are the majority.”   
But in reality, he explained, “We are an extremely enclosed enclave.”   
Arif joked about the American Bengali saying: “Where there are two Bengalis, there are 
three social clubs.”  He argued that the internal pursuit of status and acknowledgement not 
only kept the community from infiltrating local political systems, it actually worked against this 
possibility. 
However, by 2011, two more Bangladeshi candidates won elections.  Including Arif, the 
city council now had 3 Bangladeshi, 1 Yemini and 1 Polish member.  In light of all this, the 
“community” didn’t seem so distanced and insular anymore.  Nor did it seem to be such a self-
involved, ready-made pawn for larger political strategies as Arif had philosophized.  In fact, 
Bangladeshis were now represented at the heart of local government.  
Though he was a trailblazer, Arif did not represent the overwhelming Sylheti population 
(+90%).  Whereas Arif’s lineage from Dhaka lent the necessary status and prestige to make 
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friendships, his initial social capital as an elite cosmopolitan soured within Hamtramck as 
regional and ethnic identifications overtook conventional Dhakan cultural hegemony.   
College educated in the States with an American wife, Arif represented the hybridized 
profile which allowed him to associate with local government officials who in turn had looked 
to him to harness Bangladeshi support for local elections.  However, this hybridity did not 
progressively facilitate Arif’s career aspirations.  As more Sylhetis continued to make metro-
Detroit their home, Arif’s hybrid lifestyle, Dhaka-based upbringing and mainstream party 
affiliations put him at a distinct disadvantage.  Whereas Arif built the initial bridges into local 
government, he was not able to consolidate his ties within the Sylheti networks that comprised 
the bulk of the Bangladeshi population.    
Network III – Toussant Louverture High School 
           
FIGURE 3.4     Senior Skip Day at the mall.  Photograph by Sunanda Samaddar. 
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  As a youth programs director for a local university civic literacy project, I had become 
familiar with several Detroit Public School educators.  In 1999, as I contemplated leaving Detroit 
for graduate studies, I worked with Woodward High School.  Woodward High School had begun 
to experience an influx of Bangladeshi students.  Not having a Bengali-speaking teacher on 
staff, the head of the English department had contacted me in her efforts to accommodate the 
needs of their new bilingual students.  It was at Woodward High School that I met Mrs. 
Acharya, a Punjabi Indian bilingual teacher who had also been requested for her breadth of  
Indian languages.      
  A decade later in late April 2009, I found Mrs. Acharya instructing high school ESL classes 
at Robinson Intermediate Schools.  Robinson Intermediate Schools was a charming campus 
composed of a middle school on one side of the building and a high school on the other.  
Compared to many other urban schooling environments, it seemed relatively tame – it even 
draped banners at the school entrance. 
  When I came for a short visit, Mrs. Acharya quickly turned the uneventful day into a 
spectacle.  She pulled in juniors and seniors from other classes. There were already 3 girls in 
hijab and Carhartt pants, in another group sat two sisters in complete burqua excepting the 
face, tall and statuesque.  Their silhouettes were as striking as their faces, while their 
movements were punctuated by the muted entropy of clinging and clanging glass bangles.  All 
the boys were dressed in standard polo shirts and Carhartts, or Dickies.  The class itself was 
mostly sophomores who saw little more than the lunchroom and Mrs. Acharya all day. 
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For all of the participating students, Detroit was their first migratory experience.  
Though it was a shy discussion, Mrs. Acharya encouraged the group to participate.  Sedately, 
the students provided some insights:  They found that life was easier in the States and so was 
school.  When I asked about what they planned to do after high school, they cried out “college” 
in unison, as the logical progression of things.  However, when I asked which schools they were 
thinking of attending, there were little offers of destination.  Mrs. Acharya volunteered that the 
girls “all go home and help with family cooking and cleaning.”  Some of the students smiled at 
this.   
There was little exchange between the sexes.  In fact they were seated on opposite 
sides, boys taking up two rows on the left, the girls taking two rows on the right, with enough 
space in the middle for a pathway leading to the teacher’s desk positioned behind the students, 
facing the chalk board.  Though they talked about life being harder in Bangladesh, they didn’t 
speak about their futures in the States.   
As if to galvanize the students, Mrs. Acharya complained about how after-school and 
summer tutoring sessions for the Bangladeshi students had low attendance rates and believed 
that this was because the students did not relay the information to their parents.  She mused 
on that most parents received unemployment and food stamps, and probably did not even 
know that the services were available and free.  The students swiveled their heads, looking at 
the ceiling, avoiding glances from one another. 
On June 2009, Robinson Intermediate was unexpectedly closed.  Most ESL students and 
teachers transferred to Toussant Louverture High School the following fall.   Some students 
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decided to attend schools in Hamtramck, while others enrolled with the charter school that 
took root in the former Robinson Intermediate building.  Some even returned to the older 
Woodward High School locale, which had since been divided into two charter schools, one of 
which was an all-girls academy.  Ironically, proximity had become the main issue with school 
choice, as transportation was no longer provided. 
Due to my work with Woodward High School in previous years, I was already familiar 
with a few of the older brothers and sisters of these students.  Thus, though the students were 
not responsive during class discussion, I was inundated with dinner invitations, addresses and 
phone numbers afterwards. 
Mr. Hossain, a Sylheti, a notable community leader and jamidar or landlord in 
Bangladesh and Hamtramck, taught ESL to grades 6 – 8.  He spoke with Mrs. Acharya and he 
immediately invited me to his class the next day.  As we spoke more, I agreed to assist him with 
teaching 9th grade math at Toussant Louverture High School (TLHS) the following year.   
We searched out the principal together.  Mr. Hossain introduced me as a researcher 
from Columbia, here to “study the Bengalis.”  Though not part of my original research design, 
Principal Phillips seemed pleased to have her school receive some outside attention in the 
midst of such drastic cuts and closures.  She said that she was more than happy to have me in 
her school.  The following day, I left a formal letter about the dissertation in the mailbox for her 
files.   For the sake of simplicity I limited my investigation to one specific site.  Following the 
coattails of Principal Phillips, this research focusses on TLHS, the school to which Robinson 
Intermediate was institutionally bound. 
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Data Collection and Evaluation  
Changes in family structure during the migration experience are often overemphasized 
in explaining how transnational families feel dislocated or alienated.  Though migration may 
disrupt the everyday expectations of home life and family, the experience of familial role 
inversions, violence and urbanization is not unique to the transnational experience, and often 
times may very well contribute to a family's decision to leave home.  Thus in order to separate 
and explain such visceral upheavals as well as to arrive at a more descriptive account of daily 
life, I combined the approaches of portraiture methodology which was developed in the field of 
Education and Leadership alongside Clifford Geertz’s (1973) use of thick description.  The 
narratives were constructed to create an open-ended text revealing the several layers of 
meaning, symbolism and identities that are inflected upon during the process of data collection.  
The methodology of portraiture (Lawrence-Lightfoot  1983,   Davis 2003 and Lawrence-
Lightfoot & Davis, 1997) is an inductive approach exploring experiences within their embedded 
complexities in order to observe how meaning is produced.  Developed for the explicit purpose 
of understanding human agency within the realms of race, ethnicity and professional 
development, competing or contradictory discourses and experiences are framed as 
problematics which are resolved by each subject in his or her specific way.  
For Ladson-Billings (2005) who interviewed her peers in a study exploring Black  
leadership in teacher education, the self-determination of crucial intellectuals in American 
education became a fulcrum upon which hinged a complex of variables which only manifested 
through a detailed narrative of institutional and interpersonal processes.  Portraiture’s explicit 
recognition of the researcher as being an original instrument of data collection allowed her to 
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forge a narrative emphasizing the uniqueness of her relationship with the subject.  Such a 
method of interview/research was not predicated upon a specific set of questions, but a series 
of communications and conversations which made her presence the axis of interpretation. 
In order to construct broader inter-cultural narratives, I employ a ‘creative’ writing style 
approach that conveys the interloping of personalities, aesthetics and empiricism (Hackman 
2002). I revisit Clifford Geertz’s explanations of the role of thick description in cultural analysis 
to describe the constraints I have used in generating narratives.  Thick description captures 
conceptual structures and meanings within the context of exchange and interaction.  As 
opposed to "thin description" which is a factual account without interpretation, Geertz presents 
thick description as a dialogic of facts, gossip, interpretations and interpretations of 
interpretations.  
Besides the semiotic nature of making meaning, Geertz emphasized social discourse, 
itself to be the object of anthropological investigation.  Analytical limitations were prescribed as 
the interpretation of extrovert expressions emphasizing the importance of the subject’s explicit 
statements as part of a larger social production.  For the ethnographer, this meant that 
statements were to be examined at face value, and could not be interpreted within our own 
cultural prism of reasoning and intent.  Because everyday speech is important, the speech act 
itself was emphasized within social productions as an exercise in the construction of meaning.   
I began by extrapolating lineage information on each of my subjects from my field 
notes.  As my compilations became unruly, I discovered that I was writing “vignettes” trying to 
capture the information given directly in interviews, observations, gossip, group conversations 
and other forms of intimate communication such as remarks made by teachers, parents, etc.   
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The narratives were then grouped into three categories:  The primogeniture 
problematic, Sufist philosophy and purdah. Primogeniture problematics present the very real 
choices and constraints that students faced as they closed out their senior year of high school.  
Whether to work, marry , pursue formal education or a combination of these strategies were all 
carefully weighed against the idea of being ‘useful’ or to continue to be of worth and social 
significance within the family.  
The narratives that inform my descriptions of Sufi philosophy also return to the all-
important theme of family. How love stories were exchanged and experienced was the primary 
subject of the narrative. As young people relished in details about their secret love lives they 
conceived of romance as a time of deep passion and play.  The ways by which students spoke 
about their relationship trajectories was often overrun with legends of runaway brides and the 
tragic aftermath of forbidden marriages.   
The narratives that I collected into my impressions of purdah are short sketches. Purdah 
is a gradient register of family status, personal maturity and spiritual purity.  Purdah as an 
embodied practice is multivalent, contradictory, ephemeral, intergenerational, feminine and 
class-conscious.  Because purdah had not yet been expanded in research to describe a code of 
public order and social participation, I borrow heavily against several biographical accounts 
with overlapping themes to render such boundaries visible before applying them to masculine 
spaces in my analysis.    In describing the contours of purdah I focused on the lifecycles of a 
family’s women from girlhood to motherhood.  Though the conventions of purdah are 
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popularly signified by the hijab or the burqua, this study’s approach differs significantly in 
broadening purdah to describe the practice of distinction by decorum in public spaces.     
Limitations 
. . . the network choices I had to make do not mean that my ethnographies are 
incomplete, in the sense of lacking perspectives that additional fieldwork could have 
provided.  On the contrary, they are necessarily partial accounts – like any ethnography 
– because ethnographic research inevitably draws upon and creates a specific point of 
view” (Bestor 2010: 27).   
  Unlike a village-type situation, in which an anthropologist can become anchored to a 
population by geography alone, urban anthropologists are most often confronted by the 
“native’s” choice in the matter.  One cannot open-endedly observe the everyday lives of 
subjects as they intermingle in various social arenas of various geographic locales.  Nor can the 
anthropologist easily “be observed” by a given population, building familiarity and routine 
through simple presence.   
Filling into an appropriate social role as participant observer shaped many of the 
contours of this study as well as defining its object of analysis.  From the onset, it was expected 
that I should be competent in presenting myself in proper decorum.  This of course, also 
afforded an immediate comfort with parents, children and community leaders.  However it also 
limited what would be considered an appropriate relationship with boys.  All of my exchanges 
with young men had been in the presence of others, never alone.  Though the boys were quite 
open and forthright, it was not within my capacity as Bengali woman to shadow their activities 
after school.   
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It is also important to note that I was not able to understand the Sylheti dialect during 
the first six months of fieldwork.  Thus, whereas many upper caste Bangladeshis were able to 
accommodate me by speaking in shudho bhasha or known as “pure Bengali,” it took time to 
acclimate to the Sylheti language.  In this case, teaching dance at the temple had as much to do 
with me gaining familiarity with the dialect as it had to do with teaching young girls classical 
dance.  However, not being able to speak Sylheti during the first half of this study does not 
necessarily impede communication.  Though most adults were not fluent in English, they were 
fluent and literate in several other South Asian languages such as ‘proper’ Bengali, Hindi and 
Urdu.   
Besides attending Robinson Intermediate summer school and Toussant Louverture 
Public High School (TLHS) the following academic year, on a daily basis; I often visited homes of 
students to assuage the boredom of the women in the house or to help with homework or 
math tutoring of the students.  TLHS had also been very gracious and open, as several 
mainstream teachers invited me to voluntarily chaperone different field trips, recommended 
me as a guest speaker on anthropology for Career Day and have shared many of their 
observations about Bangladeshi student achievement and their observations about students 
outside of TLHS’s ESL program.  In order to insure the anonymity of my informants, I have 
employ aliases for all students, family members, teachers and schools. 
I also attended various public events such as the annual Bangladesh Mela, the 
Bangladeshi festival on Conant Street, city council meetings, inter-faith meetings of the 
“Brotherhood in Faith” organization which was mainly organized between the Christian and 
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Muslim leadership and have been involved with Hamtramck’s Weed and Seed non-profit 
neighborhood improvement project. I attended birthdays and graduations, Eid celebrations and 
several dinners, though I noted that I had not been privileged to attend weddings.  Often, Hindu 
friends will drop by a wedding with a gift and a good wish, but not stay to eat. I also facilitated 
families struggling through legal situations, volunteered as an adult supervisor for Bengali 
students preparing for events held at the schools, and had even been invited to join clandestine 
“skip days,” by the senior girls - probably because I had a car. 
I decided not to include Hindu Bangladeshis in my study for several reasons.  Firstly, 
significant cultural differences exist in terms of gendered expectations as well as marriage 
practices.  Secondly, though there was one Hindu girl in attendance at TL High School during my 
research, it became obvious that Hindu and Muslim Bangladeshis used school choice programs 
to separate themselves into different schools.  Although Hindus and Muslims  have friendships, 
live next door to each other, attend each other’s celebrations and organize nationalistic 
activities such as parades and festivals, when it came to day-to-day comingling, both sides had 
established a habitus in which they were able to overlook one another in the same space. 
Thirdly, being a Bengali Hindu myself, ensconced in a highly calibrated caste-culture, it 
was difficult to encourage Hindu young adults to share their concerns.  In their perspective, this 
would potentially affect their reputations negatively. In Bengali culture, barir katha (or house 
talk) is strictly prohibited, and once known that a “child” is speaking out of turn, he or she is 
looked down upon by the community.  Secondly, because I am considered somewhat of an 
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elder to the temple’s youth in my capacity as a temple dance teacher, it would have been 
inappropriate for me to seek such intrusive interviews. 
Lastly, the bulk of my data is recorded in field notes.  Islam (2000) noted the great 
difficulty in researching her own Bengali community in California.  She revealed that though she 
was openly invited to conduct research, the older participants also desired to influence her 
object of study, data and analysis.  Feeling caught in between being a “translator and a 
betrayor,” Islam documented a fascinating emic backlash that her research had on a supposedly 
native ethnographer.   
When I initially attempted to record interviews, my subjects were affable, but mostly 
did not show up for the appointed times. Nor for the very few who did interview, did they 
speak as openly about their lives or concerns.  Like most South Asian cultures, Bangladeshis 
rarely refuse the request of a guest.  Thus, to ask permission to record an interview did not 
readily mean that the subjects had actually agreed to be interviewed.  They were simply being 
bhodro, meaning tolerant or well-mannered.  However, without the recorder, most subjects did 
not mind note-taking, and even corrected my notes throughout the evening  
Sporadic conversations with groups of students were often emotional and fast-paced.  
Often times, students would approach me with ethical, familial or romantic problems.  
Sometimes it seemed that it was for advice.  Sometimes it seemed as if this were a way of 
evaluating me, becoming acquainted with my own codes of values and morals.  
My plans to methodically interview families, even without a recorder also devolved 
since the insistence was to move me away from the researcher mode of conduct, to that of an 
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empathetic girlfriend at times or a purveyor of a different type of an American world.  Eating 
and laughing were the main forms of being a good guest, and it was important to receive and 
become saturated in their generosity in order to soften the codes of class and status.   
Initially, families insisted that I visit, eat and disclose any tips about jobs or the 
economy.  Having an inconsolable appetite and devouring every fish dish in front of me while 
tickling irksome children seemed to be my raison d’etre.  After a few months of visitation, the 
men began to acknowledge my presence in the house and would converse with me from time 
to time.  As the men came to me for miscellaneous advice on parking tickets, court dates, etc., 
their wives began to share more of their “family” conversations with me.   
Following the families of Toussant Louverture High School I was often crestfallen to 
stumble across insurmountable chasms between many of the students’ scholarly aspirations, 
their academic achievements and their financial realities. Does American multicultural 
pedagogy create this unexpected rift by obfuscating the material inequities related to issues of 
class such as the daunting expense of higher education?  And what does it mean for 
Bangladeshis working class students when they realize they cannot solidify a social position for 
themselves within American class culture?  
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FIGURE 4.1    Honorary certificates given in appreciation of Robinson Intermediate students. Photograph by Mr. Khalish. 
“ A Rumble in the Jungle”: 
Rethinking the Relationship between Race and Ethnicity  
 
         Focused on integration, American educational reform developed through the legal 
apparatus of the Civil Right Movement.   As pedagogical discourse shifted from integration to 
multiculturalism in the late 1990’s, the legal machinations of school reform continued to persist 
with its agenda of racial integration.    As this research demonstrates, School Choice programs 
exploited this disconnect between the integrationist agenda of urban school reform with 
privatization schemas such as charter school initiatives and school choice programs which 
functioned to spatially isolate immigrant students from the larger city.   
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               To quote Principal Phillips of Toussant Louverture High School, Detroit Public Schools 
are fighting a ‘Rumble in the Jungle.’  Alluding to the melancholia of emotions evoked by 
Mohammed Ali defeating George Foreman in Zaire during the height of the American Black 
Power movement, Principal Phillips compared the conflicting task of public school officials 
having to compete against one another for survival.  The perplexity of competing on multiple 
fronts against charter schools, against school choice programs allowing suburban school 
districts to solicit enrollment outside of their cities and even internecine competitions within 
the Detroit Public School system held educators in a yearly face off against the list of school 
closures published every summer, sometimes without giving any prior knowledge to the 
schools that were listed.  
            When Robinson Intermediate Schools closed its doors in the summer of 2009, almost all 
of its students and staff transferred to Toussant Louverture High School.  TLHS was the 
quintessential urban fortress, complete with an endless smokestack that seemed reminiscent of 
a gothic factory.  It was even difficult to assess the visually impregnable building without 
spotting the Detroit Public Schools police vehicle marking otherwise nondescript doors. Two 
ESL classrooms were positioned right between the main entrance and the row of doors that 
separated the end of the hall from the cafeteria. The ESL science classes were to the left.   It 
was possible for a Bengali student to never experience the further recesses of the school the 
first few years of attendance. It was a spatialized designation of a threshold existence:  To be in 
the school unseen; in betwixt and between the regular chaos and violence of everyday inner 
city life.   
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          After the race riots, also known as the Race Rebellion of 1967, Detroit lost over a third of 
the city’s population by the 1970’s.  The struggle for educational equity transformed into a 
struggle against White Flight.   Ensnared in the autophagy of a shrinking budget and a waning 
staff residency, public demands to hold teachers directly accountable for minority students and 
the pressures of the Detroit Federation of Teachers for improved salaries and working 
conditions became a rapturous site for a very thinly veiled race debate (Addonizio and Kearney 
2012: 209).   
     During the fall of 1973, Black students and parents of Northern High School 
demonstrated against the growing chasm in educational quality between white and Black 
students (Mirel 1993, Addonizio and Kearney 2012). By 1980, out of 214,736 students only 
26,000 white students remained.  Four years later the white population petered to 19,000 
students.  With a 95% African American student population,  integration as the impetus for 
Detroit’s reform agenda reached moot (Addonizio and Kearney 2012: 207).  
    During the 1990’s, across the nation, a politics of accountability began to foment against 
similarly unresolved social inequities in urban education.  Mayoral control, though expressed in 
the language of broadening the mayor’s autonomy in order to make room for decisive 
leadership, held urban mayors directly accountable for school failures thereby allowing the 
state capital to exert asymmetrical political pressures upon inner city schools.  By withholding 
federal funding, policies for mayoral control described a tangible motivation to raise test scores 
and to handle union disputes and quell any dissent voiced from local communities (Henig and 
Rich 2004).  Competing against decentralizing campaigns for charter schools the effects of 
mayoral control were controversial for Detroit, pitting the city’s mayor against Lansing, the 
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school board, the DFT and the community, thereby effectively eroding Detroit’s grass root basis 
for political mobilization.     
Mayor Archer ran into predictable hostility from the powerful Detroit Federation of 
Teachers and was unable to marshal civic, parental and business support equal to the 
challenge. Moreover, allowing the takeover to be defined as a legislative incursion 
meant that the mayor was at odds with his core constituency. (Hess 2007). 
The punitive measures of decentralization schemes  of the 1990’s included nascent campaigns 
to institute various charter schools in the city, fanning the flames of failure as the reform 
language of “empowerment and choice were restricted to [public] schools that were rated as 
"excellent" or "satisfactory" by the interim general superintendent ” (McGriff 1995).  This was a 
significant departure from the belief that the implementation of state standards through 
mayoral control offered a means of accountability for the performance of all schools.   
The 2001 No Child Left Behind legislation, making academic performance a required 
measurement for receiving Federal funding, consolidated Lansing’s dominance over Detroit by 
allowing the state to administratively syphon federal funds meant for Detroit Public Schools to 
charter school programs in the early 2000’s and then to other districts and cities with the 
implementation of School Choice in 2009.   
In 2009, bypassing the mayor, the state appointed an emergency financial manager who 
was solely responsible for the budget and answerable to Lansing.  Also instituted in 2009, 
School Choice programs allowed families to enroll in schools outside of their district, including 
suburban school systems.  Transportation within the school district was no longer guaranteed.   
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Left in stagnation, underperforming schools were forced to cope with overwhelming 
sociological problems such as gang violence, learning disabilities and low parental involvement.   
The depletion of students and gutting of schools and staff was justified by frenzied 
displays of massive deficits accrued by a school system that no longer possessed control over its 
own budget.  The appointment of various emergency financial managers also ushered a new 
epoch of “discursive reforms,” a systematic media campaign attacking Detroit’s image as a 
Black city by surfacing notorious practices of nepotism, embezzlement and corruption.  As 
opposed to the mayoral takeovers of 1990 and 2000 which at least proposed school 
empowerment, new reform narratives described in voyeuristic detail the failures of Detroit 
Public Schools sensationalizing embezzlements, kick-backs, cronyism and contractual scams.  
Though the state and county governments were also under federal indictments for the city’s 
mismanagement; school failure was particularly racialized through the reifying lens of Detroit 
corruption.   
Caught in between school choice programs and massive public school closures, Mr. 
Hossain, an ESL teacher’s aide, expressed many uncharted policy concerns.  He used Mr. Bibi for 
an example.  Accused of stopping young boys and girls on their way home from school, parents 
were suspicious that he had been actively recruiting students to a charter school without their 
knowledge.  Mr. Bibi allegedly paid several local boys $50 each to enroll at a local charter 
school, thus allocating state funds to that school.  There had also been concern that the school 
possessed very little restraint over the boys, allowing them to become truant.  Eventually, while 
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many of the boys returned to Mr. Hossain year after year, their funding did not follow them 
back.    
On the other hand, the annual listings of Detroit Public School closures seemed to press 
many more students into charter schools which shortly came to inhabit the very same buildings 
that had been dispossessed by earlier public school closings.  Beside the fact that most public 
schools had limited offers of transportation, and despite the growing outrage over unsafe 
conditions of the city’s bus services (Zaniewski 2013) many students were forced to apply to 
charter schools which exercised selective enrollment.  
Many city communities had even elected to establish charter schools outside of 
Detroit’s city limits.  As one counselor reflected, “We want to give our kids an experience of 
school away from metal detectors and police surveillance.  We are a community here.  The 
students have to reflect the values of this institution to be here.”    This racial hinge concerning 
the problem of public safety dramatically affected the socialization trajectories of many 
working class immigrant families who must contend with the realities of living in inner city 
America.   
As white families sought to further distance themselves from the debacle of DPS’s 
school reforms, issues of accountability, political corruption, poor academic performance and 
school violence obfuscated the growing rift between Blacks and whites.  Quoting French and 
Wilkinson from the Detroit News at length: 
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The connection between race and schools of choice is a hot potato among 
educators, who maintain that parents make choices based on quality of education, not 
the color of their children's classmates.  
           Kurt Metzger isn't so sure. "This is totally about race," said Metzger, a 
demographer and director of Data Driven Detroit. "There is a tipping point. When 
schools reach a certain percentage of African-American (students), whites start looking 
elsewhere."  
          More than 184,000 African-Americans moved out of Detroit in the past decade, 
according to 2010 census figures released Tuesday. Many moved to the suburbs where 
both the communities and their public schools have been predominantly white: The East 
Detroit School District's African-American population jumped from 3 percent to 25 
percent; Harper Woods, from 9 percent to 48 percent; and South Redford, from 13 
percent to 37 percent. (French and Wilkinson 2011). 
Not only had many Detroiters left the city in search of schooling opportunities 
elsewhere, the resultant depletion of DPS students to surrounding school districts and charter 
schools effectively subverted the city’s school administration, community boards, school board, 
and a withering DFT membership as representative and autonomous forms of local governance.           
While billions of dollars were spent between 2002 and 2012 in construction contracts, DPS 
deficits continued to increase.  
During 2009, when DPS entered its first emergency receivership, DPS’s budget was 
depleted to half of what it was in 2001, eroding district coffers from the previously $103.6 
million surplus in 2002 into a $259 million deficit.  Upon hiring an emergency financial manager, 
Detroit Public Schools became the beneficiary of an additional $500.5 million, ‘voter-approved’ 
federal bond package earmarked for more building renovations and construction.  Two years 
later, during the 2011 – 12 school year, the student population of DPS counted out at 66,000 
alongside the Public Charter Schools which educated an additional 56,000 students in the city 
of Detroit. (Dawsey 2011).   
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The following statistics indicate the dramatic funneling of students and funding that had 
taken place within a matter of a few years: 
FIGURE 4.2     Student Enrollment Statistics.  Compiled from Foley 2012. 
Mass school closings within the last five years had slowly reified the ethnic composition 
of ESL programs.  Each of the surviving schools had become beacons for specific ethnic groups.  
Bengali students who existed in mixed populations with other ESL students spread across at 
least five different schools (including Woodward High School and Robinson Intermediate 
Schools) had become concentrated into TLHS, where ESL students comprised over 10% of the 
student body.   
When Robinson Intermediate closed in 2009, ESL students and staff transferred to TLHS 
which had a 95% Black population from 2002 – 2008.  During  2004 – 2008, the Bangladeshi 
student body in TLHS had already doubled to 3.8%:    
Woodward High School    2006 enrollment: 1040 students   4.5% Asian = 47   
  Robinson Intermediate:  2006 enrollment: 671 students       13.7 % Asian = 92 
Robinson Intermediate: 2007 enrollment: 737 students 17.1% Asian = 126 
 
FIGURE 4.3     Robinson Intermediate Enrollment.  Compiled from F www.citywide-data.com 2011 
 
69,616 students are currently enrolled in Detroit Public Schools.   
167,085 students had been enrolled in Detroit Public Schools in 2000. 
48,537 is the projected number of students to be enrolled in Detroit Public Schools in 2015. 
125 schools that have been closed in the last five years. 
70 of 142 schools were proposed to be closed by 2012.   
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In 2009, Robinson Intermediate’s merger with TLHS resulted in Black population 
proportionately decreased to 82%, while the Bangladeshi population increased to 15% of the 
student body, or 5 fold.  (Data compiled from www.citywide-data.com 2011).   
Additionally, Hindu and Muslim Bangladeshis actively chose different schools from each 
other.  Whereas many Muslim families maneuvered between the geographies of Detroit and 
Hamtramck, Hindu families preferred enrolling their students in nearby suburban working class 
school districts such as Warren Consolidated Schools which tended to be majority white 
student enrollment. 
While couched in the democratic vocabulary of civic participation and community 
empowerment, urban School Choice programs served to further isolate differing ethnic groups.  
Attendance at Toussant Louverture High School (TLHS) meant becoming anchored to the very 
real dangers of the urban frontier.  It was common for students to recount losing parents or 
other members of their family to unnatural death in the city.  The two gas stations across the 
busy intersection of TLHS already enshrined memories of senseless brutality and personal loss.  
While working as late night as cab drivers, at least two uncles and a father of these students 
had lost their lives on this otherwise nondescript street corner.  Two students had described 
incidents of gang violence in which they had lost a sibling and at least three young women had 
described losing their fathers to violence abroad before relatives had sponsored their 
relocation to the States.  Two school shootings had occurred during the course of fieldwork.  
One resulted in an innocent death on the TLHS parking lot.  TLHS averages about one arrest a 
day within its walls.   
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Ethnic Niches: Detroit’s Spatial Stratification 
 
FIGURE 4.4     Before graduation party stroll in Hamtramck, MI. Photograph by Sunanda Samaddar. 
Detroit’s notorious racial divide veils the highly animated life of ethnic economies.  
Detroit and its suburbs are home to a large, diverse population of Arab immigrants and their 
descendants. Though hard to glean from census reports which characterize Arab populations as 
white, Howell and Shyrock (2003) suggest a population of roughly 125,000 people in the metro 
Detroit area. The most visible concentration is in Dearborn, where Lebanese, Yemenis, Iraqis, 
and Palestinians reside.  Such diverse Islamic cultures have fashioned an intertwining terrain of 
mosques, business districts, social service agencies, political action committees, village clubs, 
neighborhood associations, as well as growing the University of Michigan, Dearborn, a 
commuter extension of the university system of Ann Arbor.  Preferring commuter access to 
postsecondary education, the Islamic student body has helped to shape U of M Dearborn into a 
thriving and academically competitive institution.  
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Though categorized as part of a larger white population, Arab Americans living within 
the boundaries of metro-Detroit have erected a template for migration, transnational life and 
local lifestyles that has only begun to be explored as part of the post 9/11 agenda.  Described as 
the largest population of Arabs outside of the Middle East, Dearborn, a suburb of Detroit is the 
network and commercial hub for Arab migrations since the early 1910’s.   
Arab-Black relations are often strained against a backdrop of overwhelming poverty and 
social assymetry.  “Detroit’s grocery and liquor store trade is dominated by Iraqis. The Lebanese 
and other Dearborn-based Muslims, meanwhile, have specialized in gas stations and 
convenience stores” (Howell and Shyrock 2003, 445).  Arab entrepreneurship in liquor had not 
only put considerable strain on overall race relations between Blacks and Arabs, these 
commercial relationships had also endured a considerable amount of financial stress as 
immigrant entrepreneurs moved their residence to the suburbs while sustaining  their 
substantial business interests within the city.  
The continuous streaming of diverse Islamic populations had sky rocketed Dearborn’s 
suburban communities to national visibility.  Several local documentaries, a nationally televised 
reality cable show and the 2010 winner of the Miss America beauty pageant, Rima Fakih all 
exhibit the ongoing efforts of the Arab community to build inter-ethnic supports, or 
“transitional institutions,” (Loewen 1988) within the city, itself.   
While the Lebanese are the largest and most visible of Detroit’s Arab communities, the 
city also includes America’s largest Yemeni and Iraqi communities as well as sizable populations 
from Palestine, Egypt, Jordan, Syria, and other Arab countries.  
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Each of these national groups represents an odd inversion of the demographics of their 
home country, giving some indication of the forces that have made migration possible 
and necessary. For example, Christians make up less than 5% of the Arab world, but in 
Detroit they are half the community.  Detroit’s Iraqi population is predominantly 
Catholic. Likewise, Detroit’s Lebanese, who were once overwhelmingly Christian, are 
now at least half Muslim, with Shi`a, a minority in Lebanon, outnumbering Sunnis three 
to one” (Howell and Shyrock 2003: 446).  
Such a broad range of cultures, nationalisms, and levels of intergenerational assimilation has 
made the Detroit Arab community hard to represent, both intellectually and politically.   In 
terms of problematizing concepts of enclave and diaspora, Howell and Shyrock noted that 
though metro-Detroit Arabs had participated for decades in the economic and political systems 
of Southeast Michigan, they simply did not comingle, refusing to homogenize into a pan-
ethnicity.   
            Detroit’s peculiar ecology of Islamic and Arabic nationalities once again faced great 
transformations as American Muslims were confronted with the attacks of 9/11.  Shyrock 
(2007) observed that previous to 9/11 Arabs in the Detroit-Metro area had constructed a 
secular, public identity:  
Arab American identity, which became widespread in Detroit in the 
1970s, was framed as an alternative to “older” religious and national identities, 
which it was supposed to unify. Moreover, the secular, ethnic character of 
Arabness made it easier for state and federal agencies to provide financial 
support to organizations that called themselves “Arab” (as opposed to groups 
that were exclusively Muslim or Christian). Institutionalizing these channels of 
support has been urgent business in Detroit for many years. The U.S. 
immigration reforms of 1965, followed by wars and political instability in the 
Middle East, have brought tens of thousands of Arabs to Detroit. The 2000 
Census recorded about 125,000 Arabs, Chaldeans, and Assyrians in the Detroit 
area; while community leaders routinely claim a population of 375,000 or more 
(Shyrock 2007). 
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The secular strategies by which the Arab “community” had been able to organize itself was 
reflected by local businesses and associations.  Halal meat could be found at the local 
McDonalds, and public schools in Dearborn made policies to facilitate the needs of students 
who wish to pray.  Recognition of the influx of small amounts of European and African Muslims 
as well as the Nation of Islam community has given Detroit the distinctive character of openly 
acknowledging the diversity of Islam in its city life.   
Alongside a very vocal and visible Arab presence, Snell and Wilkinson reported that 
rising Asian populations (South and East Asian) had outnumbered Hispanics in the region.  As 
the new second largest minority in the Southwest region of Michigan, Asians from India 
comprise 1/3 of the population, Chinese 20%, and overall 75% of all Asian immigrants hold a 
Bachelors’ Degree (Snell and Wilkinson 2007).  This had not only led to significant statistical 
revamping of how to understand population changes within the region, it had also positively 
affected the data pertaining to student achievement in local public schools as well as raising the 
average income levels and tax bases of families in general. 
To consider contemporary Detroit itself as a cluster of several enclaves that function 
together as a city, without the idea of a mainstreamed population or centralizing politic, it is 
important to take note of the several changes that had first impelled Detroit into prominence. 
The automotive industry’s influence in expanding suburban Detroit left an untamable urban 
sprawl from the resultant depletion of the city’s white population (over a million between 1970 
and 1990).  However, such an urban sprawl in turn opened possibilities for ethnic labor and 
businesses to take root within a climate of white flight.   
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Hamtramck, MI     
 
Detroit, MI                                
 
FIGURE 4.5     Maps downloaded from Wikipedia entries for Detroit, Hamtramck and Dearborn.  Statistics from 2010 US Census.      
The intimate interplay of space and race become more apparent when comparing and 
contrasting the demographics of Hamtramck and Detroit.  For many youth, Bengali-scripted 
signs, lilting feminine falsettos, smells of kebab and little girls with freshly oiled braids 
wandering about in colorful ghagras (long skirts) and bare feet conjured the feeling of being ‘at 
home.’ Such indigenization of the Hamtramck/Detroit cityscape testified to the impact of 
Sylheti entrepreneurship, even transforming race relations as landlords rented previously 
restricted properties to African Americans tenants.  Their presence had also affected the larger 
South Asian diaspora, circumventing a 30 year trade route.  As opposed to fumbling for 
passports in order to replenish stocks of household goods, music and fabric across the border 
into Canada; many suburbanites elected to turn off at the Caniff/Holbrook exit entering 
Hamtramck, a good fifteen minutes before reaching the Windsor Tunnel.    
Overall, in Michigan the Asian population had increased over 83% between 1990 and 
2000 (Fasenfest, Booza and Metzger 2004: 7).  The overall trend for Asians in the metro-Detroit 
area was to live in predominantly white, more affluent suburbs. This was in sharp contrast to 
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other minority groups who were more likely to live in Detroit and the older suburbs. However, 
not all Asian groups followed this trend. Smaller groups, such as Laotians, Hmong and 
Bangladeshi, coming from a labor background, possessing lower levels of education tended to 
settle closer to the city versus those of Asian-Indian, Japanese and Chinese backgrounds (Ibid).   
There were three discernible phases of Bangladeshi migrations that have layered metro-
Detroit’s extensive South Asian diaspora.  A ‘sojourner’ phase of migratory labor occurred 
during the early 1990’s.  Laborers made their secondary migrations to the metro-Detroit area, 
mostly converging from the Queens neighborhood of Jackson Heights in New York as well as 
from California.  The capriciousness of small business ventures, and the anxieties related to 
driving taxi cabs, compounded by the daily stress of living in expensive cities encouraged many 
young men to search out stable, unionized positions offered by Detroit’s local automotive 
industry.   
 The second phase, occurring during the late 1990’s, developed out of strategies focused 
on acquiring local property.  The South Asian population of Hamtramck increased from 222 to 
over 2300 by the year 2000.  As the previous majority population of Polish Americans continued 
their exodus into the suburbs, Yemeni, Bangladeshi and several other Islamic populations 
replenished the city, making Hamtramck’s foreign born 41.1% of the city’s total citizenry (2000 
US Census).  The dramatic rise in Hamtramck’s Bangladeshi population was traced back to a 
specific location within the US:  “By all accounts, the greatest number of Bangladeshis now 
living in Detroit are from Astoria and other Queens neighborhoods, while many who settled in 
Brooklyn or the Bronx are staying put” (Kershaw 2001).  It is estimated that as many as 8,000 
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people embarked on a secondary migration to the metro Detroit area within an 18 month 
period.  The Hamtramck City Council publicly discussed the possibility of capitalizing on this new 
cultural diversity by cultivating commercial centers as ethnic regions, including Little 
Bangladesh and Little Poletown designations in their downtown shopping areas. 
The third phase gathered momentum during the mid- 2000’s, during one of the nation’s 
severest economic recessions. Legally adopting extended family and arranging marriages 
through village and kinship ties, Sylheti kinship networks adapted to the mechanisms of nuclear 
family reunification as fashioned by US immigration policy.  “As kin groups, lineages and entire 
villages shift from their home settings to major cities, identities that had little meaning in the 
local context are mobilized to foster new and important relationships”  (Kuhn 2004: 312).  From 
2000 until 2010, the South Asian population increased from 2300 to 4800, composing 21% of 
Hamtramck’s overall population (2010 US Census).  In 2004 the first Bangladeshi City 
Councilman was elected.  By 2010, three out of five council members were Bengali, one was 
Yemeni.   
Detroit is difficult to examine under the rubric of settlement.  Rather, Detroit as a port 
city, comes to light as part of a larger strategy of movement.  As the 2000 and 2010 US 
Censuses revealed, it is a city in which it is possible for immigrants to buy property and own 
businesses, even as they look toward the suburbs for expansion of family life.  The metro 
Detroit area has the lowest education level to home ownership ratio of all major cities.   
As the 2000 and 2010 US Censuses reveal, it is a city in which it is possible for 
immigrants to buy property and own businesses, even as they look toward the suburbs for 
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expansion of family life.  The Detroit-Metro area has the lowest education level to home 
ownership ratio of all major cities.  Hamtramck as the commercial hub for Bangladeshi 
entrepreneurship functioned in much the same way as it did for its Polish residents: it allowed 
close proximity to jobs and affordable housing while sieving other potential “unwanted” 
residents outside of its own urban borders.   
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Entanglements with the Feminine 
 
FIGURE 5.1     Musical chairs competition during Hamtramck’s Bangladesh Festival, 2010.  Photograph by Ian Perotta 
 
Courtship of Feminine Aspirations 
 
TLHS school culture had already integrated Bangladeshi events and celebrations into its 
school calendar.  Fashion shows highlighting Bollywood’s latest trends were exhibited with 
contemporary musical mixes and light choreography in tune with globalizing forms of hip hop 
culture.  Eid celebrations which were open to the entire student body, kin, teachers and alumni, 
included such event planning as an alumnus DJ, catered food, speeches from teachers and 
administration and dancing in culturally and gender-wise mixed company.  Girls were also 
central in planning secret skip-days within their own gender-mixed cliques.  They enjoyed the 
sharp display of exoticism against cinderblock hallways, as they consistently broke with school 
dress codes by wearing outlandishly colorful and decorated kameezes or chemises.  They often 
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loitered in the halls past the bell, knowing that their insular community of ESL teachers and 
students would open the class door for them - against the braying morning P.A. recitations of 
school policy.    
The transformation of school space into various and competing “performances of 
purdah” (Gardner 2002: 62) demonstrated the multivalent course of transnational lives.  “This 
is particularly the case when those people continually move between places: their identities 
and roles are never fixed.  Rather than aspiring to a single, dominant location or set of ideals 
they are continually ambivalent about where they want to be and how they want to live” 
(Gardner 2002: 87).  Within TLHS’s school environment, purdah had also been innovating 
autonomous codes of modesty for the last 7 years. 
Modesty, a feminine tenet of purdah, is a disposition that is fecund with contradictory 
possibilities.  Some girls wore ephemeral materials that consistently slipped off their heads.  
Some girls wore an austere hijab but preferred to wear Dickies and polo shirts.  Many girls who 
wore burqua actively shirked dress codes by wearing stiletto heels underneath.  Many of the 
older students who had grown accustomed to DPHS openly wore colorful kameezes to school, 
never to be sent home for breaking with dress codes. Many Black girls also started to adorn 
their eyes with the kajal aesthetic of eye lining.  Quixotically, the fashionable flair that many 
girls exhibited served to inscribe the hijab or even the burqua with markers of feminine 
mystique.   
The laja/bhaya or shame/fear complex (De Alwis 2004) which regulates a woman’s 
sense of femininity also signifies her sensibilities of anxiety and danger.  During fieldwork, I 
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noted that many middle class Bangladeshi high school girls living in the suburbs did not wear 
hijab to school. In these cases, modesty was measured in terms of a family’s class status and 
the student’s academic and artistic achievements.  Oftentimes, suburban girls were encouraged 
to explore American fashions and fulfill professional dreams as an emanation of their higher 
class and caste status.  
Similar to other South Asian cultures, the investment in a woman’s education and 
comportment was a direct reflection on her father’s socio-cultural capital.  This constructed 
freedom of the body signified the weight of the family’s prominence – the ability of a girl to 
flout social convention is symptomatic of her family’s social eminence.  In such cases, refraining 
from wearing hijab may have also signified a stronger sense of belonging through the various 
civic and cultural memberships suburban families had accumulated in the States.   
Signifiers for purdah, such as dress and decorum, were as multivalent as they were 
varied.  For example, an all-girl prom initiated by Bangladeshi and Yemeni seniors at one local 
high school, which recently caught national headlines (Brown 2012), was not incommensurate 
with examples of Bangladeshi girls who attended TLHS’s co-ed prom at Cobo Hall in full hair and 
make-up, dressed in stilettos and scintillating Bollywood fashions.  How did girls residing in a 
common neighborhood participate in such diverse strategies of sharam or modesty?    
Comparatively, the All-Girls Sharia Prom drew upon a diverse constituency of young 
women from Hamtramck High School’s diverse immigrant Yemeni, Pakistani, Bangladeshi and 
Eastern European Islamic communities (57% of student body).  In contrast to the All-Girls Prom 
organizers who explored syncretic identities and Islamic feminisms; Bengali girls of Toussant 
Louverture High School preferred to perform a sensual, Bollywood sort of coolness.  Toussant 
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Louverture High School housed an ESL program almost exclusively servicing Sylheti youth who 
composed 15% of TLHS’s students alongside a student body which was 82% African American.   
This chapter explores the overlapping centripetal forces of regional practices, globalizing 
Islamic identifications and Bollywood glam to demonstrate the several layers of meanings that 
mitigate choice and representations of the feminine self as singular and corporate.   




FIGURE 5.2     Senior Skip Day.  Photograph by Sunanda Samaddar 
 
For many Bengali Toussant Louverture High School students, the quotidian rhythms of 
transnational family life were disrupted by family reunification in the States.  The 
transformation of the father from being a distant provider to a resident parent was difficult.  
The loss of autonomy for the mother living apart from a deified father figure, a materially 
comfortable lifestyle provided for by foreign wages and the various social niceties bestowed 
upon children were suddenly subsumed by a new social order which was unexpectedly 
conservative, foreign  and territorial.   In this case, manifestations of purdah in terms of why 
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girls chose to wear or not wear the hijab is a register for shifts in identity (Gardner 2002, Kabeer 
2000) as women and children became central actors of everyday life in metro-Detroit.   
The presence of women and children serve to extend the boundaries of desh or 
motherland.   Hijabs and burquas not only trace the vulnerability of boundaries, fashion is also 
the nexus of the ‘transnational work of Kinship and Caring’ (Gardner 2002: 115) expressed in 
the labor of women and family: 
Ducking biology class, Razia sits in the computer lab with a group of friends. She 
describes how her evolved from just her parents owning a home on an otherwise ordinary 
street to living on what is now also named “Bangladesh Avenue.”  “There was a lot more 
freedom – now you can’t even sit on the porch without people making comments.  As 
more Bengalis come, our world is getting smaller – I think.”   
She also repeatedly frets over the hijab or headscarf:  “My mom just says ‘It has 
always been done.’  There is no reason why, just because.  That’s not a reason.”   
“We wear it to show respect and humility,” interjected her sister, Chumki, softly 
smiling.   
“Yeah,” scoffed Razia, “I guess I have a problem with that, because girls are more 
wild in Bangladesh.  Girls here are too scrutinized.”   (Fieldnotes: June 8, 2004). 
For Razia, wearing the headscarf in school symbolized an interrelation of otherwise 
disparate institutions of supervision and regulation.  Though Razia criticized her mother for not 
having an adequate explanation for the headscarf, by not wearing it, Razia was not only 
contending with the regulatory tensions within the para.   
Samir and his sister Jannath describe their father as very easygoing, “Whatever 
you tell him is fine with him.  So Mr. Hossain tell him that we have to wear the headscarf, 
so he come home and tell us that we have to wear the headscarf.  My sister and I tell him 
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that she doesn’t have to wear the headscarf in Bangladesh, so why now, here?  So he 
say, ‘Okay, you do not have to wear the headscarf.’  And when it is hot?  Why should she 
anyway?  It is that Mr. Hossain who make all the girls in the middle school class wear 
headscarf.  He tell all their parents that they have to here.” 
“But, Mrs. Acharya is better,” pipes in Jannath.  “She doesn’t care about headscarf.  
You know they don’t like each other, but they work together, you know.  She is always 
watching us, asking us why we are talking to boys?  Remember when I gave Fahad a 
pencil, she move me to another desk! You know Fahad has been in America for over 9 
years?  He does not want to go to ESL class.  He try to leave it, but Mrs. Acharya go to 
principal and say she needs his help with the new students, so they make him stay.” 
(Fieldnotes: June 28, 2009). 
Jannath described how her exchange with Fahad was circumscribed by Mrs. Acharya, 
conflating this observation with the overall academic authority Mrs. Acharya had over all ESL 
students having access to the general student body.  Both examples demonstrated the 
boundary work of maintaining Sylheti purity in the midst of urban plurality.  Though Mrs. 
Acharya was an Indian Hindu and Mr. Hossain was a Bangladeshi Muslim, both instructors 
practiced strategies common in South Asian schooling where students’ interactions are 
surveyed and regulated in terms of their ethnicity, religion and gender.  Consequently, upon the 
merger of the two schools, young people of TLHS clearly felt a cultural distance between 
themselves and their Robinson intermediate counterparts.  Not only did Robinson Intermediate 
ESL South Asian instructors work with parents to supervise and regulate student behavior, they 
also maintained their enrollment in ESL programs, thereby assuring parents that their children 
will be monitored throughout the course of the day. 
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Such surveillance practices traversed gender as well.  Romi stated “I try to tell my Dad 
things, but he only listens to Mr. Hossain.  Most of us wanted to go to TLHS when Woodward 
first closed down, because their ESL wasn’t Bengali and Indian, you know.  Their ESL teachers 
are Arabic.  They want you to be part of the school. But they tell our parents that they are going 
to Robinson Intermediate when Woodward closes.  So Robinson Intermediate is better.  And 
now look!  Robinson Intermediate is at TLHS!”   
TLHS students’ resistance to participate in Friday prayers with Mr. Hossain’s freshman 
classes, refusal to wear the headscarf “full-time,” and their desire to be heard on life choices 
such as academic trajectories exemplified the collective efforts of a youth circumscribing 
supervision.   
Jaffla changes the subject.  She talks about a recent conflict she experienced with 
a female security guard.  “She was like, if you don’t go to the office, then I will take you 
to Mr. Hossain, and he’ll call your parents!  She’s so stupid!  The other day, she asked me 
if my mom made my kameez!  Like we don’t buy clothes!  Like my mom has time to sew 
on billions of sequins.  She probably thinks we have chickens running around in the 
backyard!   
Reshma reverts our attention back to the topic.  “I came to Toussant to get away 
from Mr. Hossain.   He flunks so many of my friends, just keeps them back forever, and 
it’s not like he teaches anything.  And it’s like we were all better students before we got 
here.  He keeps us in his boring classes, doesn’t know what he is talking about, and it’s 
not like you can do good and get out of his class, because he just sits there and turns you 
into dummies.  So you just get stuck.  And now he is here.”    
Usif suddenly sits down with us as he wistfully watches a few black students play-
fight across the threshold of the classroom, into the hallway.   
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“I wish I were Black,” he says.  The girls around the table giggle.    
“Bengalis are always talking.  I wish I wasn’t Bengali.  If you are Bengali, you 
cannot do anything.  Everybody talks and makes something that is nothing the worst thing 
you ever heard.”   
He is referring to his attempts to see his paramour last summer.  He says he 
“missed her, only wanted to see her face . . .”   Jakia finishes his story, “So he went to her 
window to console himself – school was out – there was no other way – and not only did 
someone see him, it angered his girlfriend because this also affected her reputation.”  
(Fieldnotes:  January 26, 2010). 
Mobilizing school choice programs, TLHS students and families were able to choose 
between different schools thereby developing differential engagements of purdah.  However, 
with the initiation of mass school closings, not only had TLHS become unexpectedly 
conscripted, it had brought about conflict between different migration networks as diverse 
families were forced to renegotiate their cumulative boundary work. 
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FIGURE 5.3     2011 Seniors Eid Fashion Show. Photograph by Nargis Ahmed. 
 
Merging Robinson Intermediate students and staff with Toussant Louverture High 
School was especially rocky.  Whereas Robinson Intermediate had a small enrollment housing 
both a middle school and a high school, TLHS functioned true to form in its hyper militant, 
inner-city environment.  Many Robinson Intermediate students who had no disciplinary 
incidents prior to TLHS were now finding themselves in trouble.  The requirement that teachers 
close and lock the doors after the final bell often left students stranded, roaming the halls in 
their attempts to escape ‘security sweeps’ organized by administrators and police officers.  The 
merger of ESL staff also revealed the tensions of purdah that informed everyday multicultural 
discourse:   
“The next word is mural.”   
Mrs. Acharya asks the class to distinguish between the words ‘mural’ and ‘moral.’  
The class did not respond, so she elaborated the trajectory of conversation.  Mrs. 
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Acharya writes both ‘mural’ and ‘moral’ on the black board.  “Mural is a big picture and 
moral means being good people.”   
She continues:  “Our culture is the best because we are very moral.  We are 
educated and well-behaved, and don’t act like animals,” her head slightly strains toward 
the classroom door which beckons to the chaotic world outside.   
“You see these students in this school?  Are we allowed to have children, just like 
that? They are dating here and there, no one looking after them.  The girls dress all kinds 
of ways, they speak to their teachers anyway they want.  That is why I am so proud of 
you.  Any of these teachers are always happy to have you in their class, because you 
don’t want to make trouble, you want to learn.    
“When you go home, your mother asks you if are hungry, offers you warm milk.  
Do their parents care?  They come home, and no one is there.  They do what they want.  
They watch dirty movies at midnight.  [The class snickers.] That is their life.”   
She eyes the class sharply to see if her speech has the intended effect, and then 
takes a reflective turn: “But sometimes your parents are too tight too, too strict.  Then, 
our kids are forced to run away. . .  -what are their names?”   
The students know exactly where she is going.  The girls smile, enjoying the 
gossip.  The boys are a bit more embarrassed.  Fahad gives me a rakish look, bends his 
head towards mine and says “Now we are gossiping.  I can get an A in this!”   
The girls chime, ”Rumana?” “Sadika?” “Hamila?”    
Mrs. Acharya looks as if she is deep in thought, and then resurfaces, “Yes, Sadika.  
All of them, but I am thinking of Sadika.  Was it last summer or two summers ago?”   
Jannath says “Last summer, Mrs. Acharya!”   
“No!  How can it be last summer?  How can last summer end in 9 months?”  The 
class is laughing.   
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“Yes, the older brother of the girl came and cried to me.  He used to be my 
student, too, you know.  The father of the boy cried to me, too.  He said that he did not 
want to run from this, but when he went to talk to their family, they refused.  You know, 
you Muslims have this jat [caste] thing too.  Then the family moved away – because of 
the shame.  But this is their fault too, you know.  Too much strictness! 
“Do you ever see me telling you boys and girls where to sit?  You are all Bengali, 
you are all from the same country, you are all like brothers and sisters, and you are in 
school to learn more about the world.”  She points at the wall that divides Mr. Hossain’s 
class from her own.  “I don’t do that.  I don’t call your families and tell them that the 
boys and girls are talking to each other.  He does that.  That is how he has the minds of 
your parents, that is why they don’t trust you girls.”   (Fieldnotes: February 2, 2010) 
Though Mrs. Acharya began her discussion by differentiating the black students from the 
Bengali students, being an Indian, as well as an upper caste Hindu, she was also careful to 
separate her own moral universe from that of the students.   
Mrs. Acharya resignified the multiple and overlapping inside worlds that informed 
postcolonial, transnational hierarchies.  She maintained purdah’s embodied authority over 
Sylheti students through their shared values of purity and defilement.  Mrs. Acharya reminded 
students that though Bangladeshi students may be perceived as successful in Detroit Public 
Schools, they did not compare to the constellation of middle class Indian accomplishments in 
the suburbs.   
After class, Mrs. Acharya shared her own life story.  She taught private school in India 
for 12 years.  After coming to the States she raised her two sons and daughter until they were 
off to university. (She revealed a second, handicapped daughter later on in the conversation).   
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So, she was left at home, bored.  Mrs. Acharya’s friend recommended that she return to 
teaching.  She eventually took the test, and confronted the man who was interviewing her 
“about all the red marks on her page,” turning his attention to the fact that the misspelled 
words were actually words spelled in the Queen’s English.  
She began her teaching at Woodward High School, and was part of Dr. Jaffla and Dr. 
Rabi’s cohort of doctoral students who were part of TLHS’ original ESL staff.   
“I could have gotten the PhD too, you know.  But family comes first.  My two sons told 
me that my time as a student is done now.  I am a wife and a mother.  I still have a handicapped 
daughter to look after.  I still tried.  But I dropped out at the dissertation writing stage because 
my daughter fell ill.  My family always comes first, and that is what is important.” 
She maintained this belief, even with her married daughter, a chemical engineer who 
moved to California after she unexpectedly agreed to an arranged marriage as a graduate 
student while she was visiting family in India.   
“Her husband is a very good doctor.  She helped him come to the States.  He makes sure 
she doesn’t have to work.  When he had a good practice and they were going to have their 
second child, he insisted that she not return to work.  She cried for a long time.  She asked me 
for advice.  I told her very simple things: ‘As your parents we will always support you.  You are 
unhappy, you are being mistreated, you come home.  We will never question you.  But family 
comes first.  You and your husband must get along for that.  If he cannot do this for you, then 
come home.’  Now they are on their third child and moving to a bigger house!” 
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Dr. Rabi visited with Mrs. Acharya after every 5th period.  She nodded in agreement as 
the conversation petered.  Then, she addressed me, as a Bengali student perhaps: “You should 
not be ashamed of your culture.  Our cultures are alike.  Your parents just want to protect you 
from what is going on here.  When I go to Detroit Public School meetings, Bangladeshis are still 
the valedictorians, they are a growing population and they are our best students.  Don’t let a 
few losers make you think otherwise.  And, it takes generations for cultures to change their 
ways.  You should not expect your parents to change, nor will they.  They just got here, and 
want to protect you.  You will see when you grow up, you will feel the same way that they do.”   
Dr. Rabi taught Arabic as well as Language Arts and English Literature.  Many girls 
admired her and were grateful to have the opportunity to learn Arabic and read the Koran.  
Bilingual education in Arabic unexpectedly empowered young girls to continued access to forms 
of religious authority.  She was often described in terms of being a martyr or a saint.  Her 
annual ‘surprise’ birthday parties as well as the several youth ESL activities for which she 
volunteered, galvanized a sincere passion for her among the girls.   
Dr. Rabi, seven years from retirement, remained unmarried.  Many of the girls often 
sympathetically spoke of her ailing, bedridden mother.  According to school lore, she had 
forsaken her own life and the possibility of having a family in order to take care of her mother 
who had never borne sons.  Like Mrs. Acharya, Dr. Rabi often remarked, “Family comes first.”  
In this case, her high social and educational status, Persian background and single womanhood 
at such a later stage in life symbolized her Sufist austerity, loyalty and devotion to natal ties. 
However, many boys did not appreciate her remarks.  Jamil once stated “Dr. Rabi is 
totally stereotypical-boring!  Every time she helps us with events and stuff, it’s like we have to 
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act exactly like we are still in BD, like she even knows what BD is about.  She doesn’t like mixed 
music.  She doesn’t like Bollywood fashion.  She thinks these things are like Western influence 
and fake.  She thinks we are forgetting our culture and is always accusing us of trying to impress 
the Blacks.” 
 
Whereas many of the girls felt a comfort and familiarity with Lebanese Dr. Rabi’s 
conservatism, Albanian Dr. Jaffla was also extremely popular amongst the Bengali students but 
for exactly the opposite reasons: 
“Well, your family is wrong.  You are in the United States now, and nobody can 
take care of you.  If something happens to your husband you are on your own.  They are 
wrong, and so were my parents,” said Dr. Jaffla.   
“They married my sister off at 17.  Six months later her husband was in jail for life 
for something he did.  She finally went back to school, got her GED, did not want to go to 
college. But she did not marry again until she was 29, and that made a big difference.  
They are wrong.  There is no use to be married at this age.  If not for you, they should 
think of their grandchildren.”   
Jakia smiles sheepishly, happy to play the part of a captive audience to Dr. J’s 
outrage against her impending marriage.   
Mr. Hossain, obsequiously walking by, was within earshot, another small detail 
that hadn’t escaped the very popular Dr. Jaffla.  He cajoled him, perhaps even harassing 
Mr. Hossain while he prepared to leave the building: “That Hossain does not know 
anything.  He is a waste of school resources.  He should go back to Bangladesh.”  Though 
there are many complaints about Mr. Hossain, students are shocked, even crestfallen to 
bear witness to a compatriot’s humiliation.  But, Dr. Jaffla’s outlandish behaviors are 
legendary as well as tolerated out of personal gratification.   
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I agree to supervise Dr. Jaffla’s class after he greets his class and then scrambles 
back out the door for materials.  The copier is broken, and the students taking his regular 
psychology class have no other textbooks or references.  Eager to speak to someone who 
is Bengali, the students take the time to ply me down with their questions and 
observations:  “The Bengalis just stick together, they don’t look at you, or talk to you.  
We try to say ‘hi,’ but they act like they don’t see us.”   
Tasha says “Yeah, if you look in the yearbook, they got their own pages, none of 
them are mixed in with us.  I got pulled out of class to be in one of those pictures, and I 
was like whatever, you don’t even know my name.”   
 “How fucked up can you get, when you can’t even date your own peoples,” 
interjects someone who looks like the class clown.  The students chuckle. 
Dr. Jaffla enters the room without missing a beat: “It’s not their fault, it’s their 
damned families!  There was a boy a few years ago.  He was a very good soccer player.  
Got someone to come from S__ University to look at him.  His parents wouldn’t let him 
leave for school.  He stayed at U of _ for a couple of years.  Then dropped out to work.  
These kids really have to work a lot.  There were a few good ball players, but none of 
their parents let them leave home.  They don’t allow them to do anything that isn’t 
about family!” 
Desmond says, “Yeah, there was this one Bengali dude, kept talking to Aliesha.  
But it was all so secret.  She couldn’t come over to his house, call him, or even talk to him 
in the halls.  They graduated last year, but I think that they are still together.” 
 “Come now, my chalupas!  That’s why you are here.  To educate yourselves, to 
meet one another, to build a future that is different from the past.  That is why we are all 
here.  To challenge our history!  Nobody would be here if being there were so good.”  The 
students laugh together, aware that the hour would be spent in pensive discussion.  
(Fieldnotes: December 4, 2009) 
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Dr. Jaffla’s irreverent style built discursive bridges between students.  Not only were Black 
students encouraged to engage discussions of difference, and empathy, he also shared very 
close and personal ties with his Bangladeshi students, openly acknowledging and aggrandizing 
their suffering within the space of the school.  
Mr. Haldi, an Arabic science teacher was also torn over the emotional repercussions of 
contradictory discourses.   
As we near Spring Break which will be celebrated with Rogina’s marriage in BD, it 
seems that she has not yet been able to come to terms with the arrangement.  Rogina 
cries out to her classmates during 5th hour Science.  Mr. Haldi, an Arabic bilingual 
teacher, holds back tears.  Though he does not understand what she is saying as she 
addresses the rest of the class, the uncomfortable silence from the boys side of the room 
and the sympathetic soft spoken assurances issued from the girls’ side makes it evident 
that this is a final farewell. 
She weeps openly and speaks about how much she loves her family.  She holds 
closed fists to closed eyes as she speaks, using her hijab to wipe away tears.  Her face is 
downcast.  “Please, do not forget me.  This life has ended, but do not forget me.  I want 
the best for everybody.  I want everybody’s peace and happiness.  I wish everyone 
wealth and prosperity.  You have all been my brothers and sisters.  It has been hard.  I 
did not know anyone.  And now that I have you, I am leaving.   
“I will be married when I come back.  I don’t think I will be able to finish school 
now.  But my husband is a good man who will take care of me.  I do not worry because I 
know my family has taken care of me.  But I have just met you, and you are also my 
family.  So do not forget me.  That would not be right.  All of you have done too much to 
make it a happier life here.  You must not forget.  Tell Sapna things for me.  Visit when 
you can.  When I come back, I will be gone forever.”   
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After a fairly long and awkward silence, Mr. Haldi reaches out to the class with 
the help of boys volunteering to translate, that this isn’t the end for Rogina: “I want 
everyone in this classroom to understand that what you are learning here is important.  
It isn’t about going to college or becoming something big all the time.  You have to learn 
to become an adult.  An American.  A citizen.   
“You know what citizen means?  It means getting along in many circumstances.  
Living with Blacks, whites, Chaldeans, everything.  Remember when we looked at haram 
or forbidden habits when we talked about drugs and health?  How many of you thought 
that smoking tobacco is haram but taking jarda is okay?”  Jarda is a type of chew 
tobacco that is enclosed in cardamom leaves as a common form of digestive as well as a 
popular addiction for both men and women. 
“You didn’t even know that jarda was tobacco did you?  There are a great many 
things you need to learn in order to protect your family and your children out here.”  
Looking emphatically at the female students, he adds, “It is up to you what kind of 
mother you want to be.  Are you going to be the type who cannot help your children with 
homework? 
“Will your husband have to come home after working all day and find both his 
children and wife sitting there, waiting for him?  For his help?  Your husband will need 
help too.  It is lonely here.  He will need an understanding wife, someone who knows 
what it is like out there.  So fine.  You have to be married.  Fine.  But not concentrating in 
school has nothing to do with marriage!” 
Then, Mr. Haldi addresses the boys’ side:  “How many of you want a wife who 
cannot count, or budget, or even speak to an American on the telephone?”  The boys 
laugh uncomfortably.  These ideas are not yet ripening in their heads.  (Fieldnotes: 
March 5, 2010) 
There were gendered differences in the articulation of multicultural values amongst ESL staff.  
Whereas both Mrs. Acharya and Dr. Rabi emphasized duty to family, Dr. Jaffla and Mr. Haldi 
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subscribed to a type of multiculturalism that was driven by ideas of exchange, innovation and 
social mobility.  Whereas Mrs. Acahrya and Dr. Rabi perceived cultural diffusion as a threat to 
the cultural family, Dr. Jaffla and Mr. Haldi described cultural diffusion as dynamic, the very 
process of American success.   
Beyond the gendered stratification of multicultural discourse between the women who 
continued to emphasize the importance of family and Dr. Jaffla and Mr. Haldi’s emphasis on 
autonomy as an avenue toward personal growth and cultural progress, tensions between ESL 
staff was further attenuated by the presence of Mr. Hossain, who’s previous status at Robinson 
Intermediate as the cultural beacon to Bengali students was beginning to wane. 
Known to be an influential jamidar, Mr. Hossain collected rent from families in Detroit 
and Bangladesh.  Many students pointed out the freedoms by which Mr. Hossain indulged his 
own daughters, one of whom insisted on a love marriage, one of whom was enrolled in college 
and one of whom was determined for art school.  Mr. Hossain’s status and respect as a middle 
class entrepreneur and proprietor and cultural liason to the school system, different mosques 
and a variety of Bengali speaking networks was based on his dedicated work as a centripetal 
organizer of various Bengali involvements.  Hired as an educational technician at Robinson 
Intermediate, Mr. Hossain’s eminence began to flicker shortly after the transition.  Though 
many ESL staff resented him for his apparent “lack” of qualifications, it was well acknowledged 
that Mr. Hossain’s social stature and intimate rapport with families (not necessarily students) 
was what kept many Bangladeshis enrolled in school.  However, what became apparent was 
that Mr.Hossain’s influence while appreciated at Robinson Intermediate, was no longer 
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necessary at TLHS where the Bangladeshi seniors took on the responsibility of representing 
their culture. 
In fact, the entire ESL staff seemed hostile to Mr. Hossain, resenting his close 
relationship to the students’ parents.  However, Mrs. Fakih, an Arabic teacher from Toussant 
Louverture HS stood by him steadfastly, wondering why as a qualified ESL math instructor, she 
had not been assigned one Bengali class while Mr. Hossain continued to teach Algebra against 
his own protests, with my assistance.   
Divorced from an ex-ball player, Mrs. Fakih was a stylish, youthful single parent of a 
teenage son. Unlike the rest of the ESL staff, she was also a second generation Arab American 
without an accent and with an easygoing rapport with ‘mainstream’ students:  “Perhaps I 
should move to Nevada.  My ex-husband lives there.  And there is always a job for math 
teachers over there.”  
 Though the only teacher trained in ESL and math education, Mrs. Fakih was also the 
most vulnerable to receiving a pink slip.  Though there existed emergency recruitment of ESL 
math teachers during the hiring freeze, Mrs. Fakih was afraid of losing her job if she became 
“transferred” to regular classes.  “Mr. Hossain keeps asking for Principal Phillips to give me 
Bengali students. And I don’t mind teaching the regular classes either.  But, why would they 
have you helping Mr. Hossain teach math when I am already here?”   
Whereas Mrs. Fakih was a certified teacher, Mr. Hossain had been hired as an 
educational technician, and as an ambassador of the school to the Sylheti communities.  
Though most of the ESL staff did not necessarily show great support for Mr. Hossain’s position 
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in the school, he was still held in higher esteem than Mrs. Fakih, an attractive and qualified 
second generation Arab, and a single mother, divorcee.  
Mr. Hossain was currently the only Bangladeshi instructor employed by the Detroit 
Public Schools.  The rest of the ESL staff at TLHS did not speak Bengali.  Though Mr. Hossain 
faced great difficulty with the vice principals who insisted that he also instruct regular classes, 
the ESL staff had demonstrated no interest in reincorporating Mrs. Fakih.  Instead, the math 
classes were assigned to Mr. Hossain in order shield him from the scrutiny of TLHS school 
administration.   
Academic Aspirations:  Trapped in a State of Longing  
 
 
FIGURE 5.4     Last few minutes before hosting their daughter’s graduation party.   Photograph by Sultana family. 
At Toussant Louverture High School, it was oftentimes the older siblings who played the 
role of the parent in schooling relationships.  Not able to engage English fluently with TLHS ESL 
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staff who did not speak any Bengali, many parents relied on the working knowledge of older 
siblings in guiding the younger siblings through institutional communications.   
Whereas Robinson Intermediate often turned to Mr. Hossain who would draft Bengali 
pamphlets of school information, meetings and appointments, host Bengali festivities, organize 
student activities, and communicate to parents directly; Detentions, homework, behavioral 
problems, etc at TLHS was most often negotiated within the sibling realm.  In such cases, the 
eldest sons or daughters, who were in many cases also married, were often the disciplinary 
figure, a distilled representative of the father’s will.   
Shuma wished to complete her high school education as a dedication to her elder 
brother.  However, her thoughts about attending college were more ambivalent. Mrs. Acharya 
often commented on Shuma sleeping in class due to taking care of the twins.  Her mother 
worked nights at a tape factory.   Shuma may be pulled away from school for 2-3 days to help 
her mother prepare the house for visitors.  One 2nd hour class period, during World Geography, 
Mrs. Acharya roused Shuma from her morning stupor.   
Pointing to Shuma, Mrs. Acharya remarks, “This girl here has a hole in her heart.  
How many surgeries did you go through?”   
  “Seven,” Shuma answers quietly, ashamed. 
“That is why her parents came, to fix her.  But unfortunately her brother was 
killed.  You know, he was a student of mine too.  An excellent student.  He would come to 
my class during his free time to help other students with their math.  Always helpful.  He 
was my best student.  That was when I was working at the other high school.  Then, after 
he graduated, a fight happened. His friends called him, and he was stabbed to death.”  
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Mrs. Acharya looks to Shuma to continue.  Presently 17 years of age, Shuma was 
12 when this happened.  Her brother was preparing for work, and was called suddenly to 
assist a friend at school.   
“Someone threw a snowball the day before, and a bunch of kids got mad.  This 
was during winter break, so only they were there.  So, that day, they came.  Twelve to 
thirteen boys threatening to attack him.  My brother told my mom not to worry and that 
he would be back soon.  They tell me that during the fight, he told the boys not to attack 
his friend because he had knee problems: ‘If you want to beat somebody, beat me.  My 
friend is injured, he cannot take this abuse.’ So they did.  They cracked his back with a 
baseball bat and stabbed him in the stomach,” Shuma trails off. 
Mrs. Acharya finishes, “Those boys only spent a few days in jail.  No one was 
punished.”  
Shuma closes the conversation in his memory “He was always so loving with me 
and my brothers.  Always gave us so much love and attention (adur).  He just wanted to 
know that my health was good and that I was pursuing my education.  He said that this 
would be his happiness.  He never got the chance to see me make it to high school.”   
Her initial plans to enroll at a local university posed a particular problem.   
“In our culture, the longer it takes for a woman to get married, the more she is 
belittled.  The older she is, the more ineligible.  In American culture, it seems that people 
try to wait, grow up or whatever, for marriage.  In our culture, it feels a bit rushed, 
necessary, like it’s an emergency.  According to our teachings, marriage is half of your 
faith.’  To me, this means that a good marriage is the practice of Islam for both men and 
women.  You know, being a good Muslim means being a good mate.  But, a lot of people 
say it means that a Muslim woman has to be married early. 
“My mom has this cousin for me.  I’m like, No way!  I don’t want to marry my 
cousin, but I also know they won’t let me marry my boyfriend.  I mean, I have a 3.7.  I 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




don’t want to end up pregnant in my sophomore year at college with a husband who can 
barely speak English!  They don’t get it. I had this dream when I first came.  I was blinded 
by that dream. Now it’s just a flicker.”  (Fieldnotes: June 1, 2009) 
Because Shuma was an essential caregiver to the family, she was not pressured towards 
immediate marriage.  However, the mother was adamant that Shuma marry her nephew 
should she wish to continue.  Such an arrangement would allow for Shuma to continue 
participating in the family’s household.  Conversely, including her cousin to the household 
would draw a crucial adult male earner into the fold.  For Shuma’s family, cross-cousin marriage 
not only resolved the family’s financial challenges, it did so by allowing the groom to relocate 
matrilocally.  Whereas Shuma’s boyfriend’s mother may frown upon Shuma spending too much 
time outside of the home, a potential cousin marriage would give her the familial support 
necessary to focus on her education and professional development. 
In describing the function of cousin marriages, Levi-Strauss (1969 [1949]) posits that 
marriage practices culminate into overlapping social structures that regulate exchange by 
forging alliances between originally non-consanguine groups.   For younger sons and daughters, 
cross cousin marriage (maternal uncle’s child or paternal aunt’s child) ensures the consolidation 
of family name and property, the strengthening of kinship alliances and minimization of dowry 
or bride wealth payments (Bittles 1994; Hussain 1999).   Such practices are considered to have 
been a critical factor in establishing trade networks dating back to the Middle Ages (Kuran 
2002).   
           Cross-cousin marriages are a form of exchange that simultaneously expresses the values 
of primogeniture while allowing the girl greater agency by allowing her family to continue to 
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benefit from her citizenship, labor and educational investment. It also becomes apparent that 
cross cousin marriage may correlate with the furthering of a daughter’s education as her 
acquisition of marketable skills contributes directly to the family.  Not only is she potentially 
encouraged to seek higher education and employment, her husband, also becomes an 
additional source of labor which may be secured by the wife’s household.   
Between the Kaluas and the Boaties: 




FIGURE 5.5     Loitering the halls.  Photograph by Sunanda Samaddar. 
Bengali students of Toussant Louverture stood between two ghettoized worlds.  
Whereas “boaties” was a term pejoratively used to describe newer immigrant students from 
Bangladesh, TLHS students were accused of becoming like kaluas, [the Bengali equivalent of the 
term negro].  Blackness was mobilized to censure the devolution or “Americanization” of TLHS 
Bengali students, especially girls.   
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Fashion was an aesthetic signifier of such developments.  Whereas boys easily adapted 
to Hip-Hop fashion, hair and media, thereby symbolizing their virility through their connection 
to the outside world; girls had many more cultural choices and evaluative strategies to 
consider.  From full length burquas to Dickies uniform slacks to rhinestone and gold speckled 
salwar kameezes; from Gucci head scarves to decorative hair dos and full eye make-up, the 
Bengali female corps was a colorful bridge upon which suspended an evolving politic of distance 
against the maelstrom of required Navy Blue pants and White or Brick Red polo shirts.  
Consequently, just as TLHS students signified the possibility of not becoming an Americanized 
American, their choices also signified an anxiety over devolving purity:   
Sadika, 17, is a TLHS junior who arrived in the States seven years ago.  She is 
extremely quiet and studious while grading the spelling tests.  However, as soon as she is 
done with assisting Mrs. Acharya, she is all girl talk with me, eager to express her 
restlessness with her current boyfriend.  The conversation begins curiously enough:  “I 
want another baby.”  Seeing the well-deserved shock on my face, she responds with a 
grin: “No, I would like my mom to have another baby.”   
Sadika is the almost exclusive caregiver to toddler twins.  She effaces her 
enormous responsibility by pointing out that she does not have to cook.  Ranna or 
cooking, is the most sensual, personal and intimate form of sharing.  Bashair ranna, the 
household cooking, is still completely controlled by her mother, who otherwise feels 
absent in the children’s lives.  Sadika feeds them, changes them, puts them in front of 
some educational television and pursues the housework.   
Dressed in a sequined burqua, she wears a pair of femme-fatale black leather 
stilettos boots, and has the personality of a spitfire.  The burqua, itself is a statement of 
feminine appeal, designed by Londoners with urban trends and fashions in mind.   
Thumbing through her copy of Michael Jackson’s biography, she recalls how she 
used to dance with the Black girls during gym class in sixth grade.  It was fun, sitting 
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back on the sidelines.  The black girls would purposefully ‘forget’ their gym clothes, and 
she, of course had none to wear in the first place.  Sitting together day after day, a 
comfortable familiarity fomented.  She learned how to “step, pop and lock and grind.”  
But she decided to change.  After that year of fun with the girls in gym class, Sadika 
decided that she “didn’t want to be slutty, you know, talking to everyone, shaking my 
body everywhere.”  She didn’t want to put her family through that.   
Many girls described a similarly disorienting visceral break when they transitioned from 
girlhood to adolescence within the timeframe of graduating from middle into high school.  The 
family not only monitored public outings more closely, the girls began to edit their own 
behaviors at school in accordance to these new expectations.   
Observing Sadika’s sporadic dark moods, her fashion and beliefs were far from 
coquettish.  “For fashion to function as a sign, it must also refer to the represented.  Similarly, 
the fashionable woman is always her ‘self’ for the gaze of another.  To the degree that she 
performs that representation, we must accord her a certain agency” (Radner 1999: 97).  In this 
case, Sadika’s playful expression of her sexuality equivocated between the mundanely modest 
and the visually stimulating.   
“Chachi,” again she purposefully catches me off-guard by referring to me as a 
sister-in-law, “I am so mad and tired.  I want to kill myself.  I am sick of everything.  I 
CAN’T EVEN GO OUT ANYMORE.  Since middle school, my parents tell me I have to stay 
inside.  I just want to die. I am not kidding.”  Ruba, her consummate after hours 
Facebook friend, pipes in sympathetically, “From middle school, everything changes.  We 
are supposed to be ashamed of everything.”  
“I spend the whole day at home.  And there is nothing to do, but clean up after 
my stupid brothers.  Like they can’t make their own beds or something.  They are so 
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stupid.  And when they wet their bed, I have to clean it up.  That’s stupid, I’m not 
married.  Why do I have to do things like that?  It grosses me out.  My mother says that I 
have to help because boys don’t know how to take care of themselves.  That’s so 
wrong!”   
“So, there is no way I am getting married before I am 20.  I want to be an 
entrepreneur.  My last boyfriend and I were like the couple of the year.  But I wasn’t 
feeling him. My sister is 18 now, and she is totally opposite.  She is so nice, and the 
marriage inquiries are just piling up at her feet.”  Sadika’s constant referral to herself as 
deceitful and selfish is curious in a gendered discourse which practices modesty, self-
effacement and sacrifice.  (Fieldnotes: June 26, 2009) 
These sudden restrictions not only made it publicly apparent that she had begun her menses, it 
layered an irrepressible self-conscious discomfort on the body as something that was 
hypersexual, out of the girl’s control, something she must learn to control, domesticate and 
refine.   
The easy hallway camaraderie between the TLHS girls and the regular student body 
made the former Robinson Intermediate girls feel more reticent.  Similar to many TLHS girls, 
Robinson Intermediate students used the school as a means to broker academic longevity 
alongside personal adventure.  However, unlike TLHS girls, many Robinson Intermediate girls 
were unaccustomed to the greater permeability into the general student body:   
Lima describes a mounting conflict between herself and a few girls from 
Robinson Intermediate that began in Mrs. Acharya’s class.   Lima’s version is that Mrs. 
Acharya instructed the students not to talk before leaving the classroom.  Of course, as 
soon as she left, the Robinson Intermediate girls resumed their social call, as they always 
did in the previous school.  Lima and her two girlfriends felt they couldn’t complete their 
assignments with all this distraction.  When the girls would not relent, they proceeded to 
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call them names.  The Robinson Intermediate girls, not acclimated to the institutional 
expectations of TLHS, let alone student-advocated supervision, reacted defiantly.   
Aminah, a former Robinson Intermediate student explained that Lima’s friends 
kept swearing at them, referring to them as kurtas – or bitches.  The argument lasted 
long past the day, until it spilled through the doors onto the parking lot.  The security 
guards had to break it up.   
The next day, Aminah explains “She accused us of not knowing any English.  I told 
her ‘Sure, you may know more English than us, but that does not mean that you know 
everything about American culture and language.’  Calling us all these kind of names 
does not mean anything, and it does not mean that you are American.”   
Lima says to me later, “We say ‘bitch’ and ‘fuck’ all the time.  Everybody says this.  
Why are they trying to get me in trouble by saying that I started the whole thing?  So I 
swore?  She spit at me!  That’s assault!”  (Fieldnotes: October 6, 2009). 
Clearly the use of American slang and the violent response this elicited from Aminah 
demonstrated two very different visceral boundaries.  Swearing is a masculine and aggressive 
behavior, not only the opposite of the laja/bhaya (shame/fear)  (de Alwis  2004)  femininity 
complex of a self-effacing womanhood, but a bewildering gender bending act of all out 
aggression.  Sexually explicit invectives used against a girl can potentially “shame” her in public.  
Once a girl is insulted, her memory becomes stained.  Therefore, such a spectacle can 
negatively affect her reputation thereby severely inhibiting her freedoms outside the home.  
Using American slang invective is also a measure of immodesty belying a sense of pakami, or 
acting “overly ripe,” a bucolic reference to a precocious sexuality.  In the gendered economy of 
the newly transferred students, both sides will always lose in such public displays of lewdness.  
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On the other hand, the TLHS girls were equally shocked by the unexpected physical 
aggression of the Robinson Intermediate girls as the altercation further escalated into violence 
outside the school.  Aminah spit on the face of Lima and five girls fell to the lawn.  As officers 
waded in to gently untangle the mass they sided with Lima’s point of view.  Reflexively, one 
guard swore without thinking, trying to soothe Aminah: “It’s just shit-talking.  You nubies are 
intense!”   
However, unlike other eruptions of violence on campus, the officers remained unruffled 
by what happened.  No statements were taken.  No arrests were made.  They simply sent the 
girls home; something unexpected at TLHS.  Swearing was part of the everyday banter for many 
Bengali students who had been attending TL High School.  It was a way of practicing in larger 
language games in the school, where they playfully and regularly swore at each other and other 
Black classmates in the hall.   
 The next day, Aminah notifies me that the transfer girls plan to boycott the 
upcoming Eid party in light of these new events. “These girls are rough, and we do not 
want to be a part of this.”   
Senior Class secretary, Zara states, “They are basically country.  Can’t assimilate.”  
She ends the exchange by requesting that I do not disclose the details of the Eid party to 
Mr. Hossain.   
Mr. Hossain looks out of his room at that moment and beckons me back to him.  
Once inside, he closes the door, recommending that I stay away from “girls like that,” 
and then refines the point by adding that the principal would not like to see me stopping 
students during passing time.  This school is very strict.  Mr. Hossain had also pulled one 
of the senior organizers from the hall.  She was a skinny, statuesque girl with her hair 
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impressively piled upon her head.  The ringlets stream past her waist, she is eye-catching 
– and diplomatic.  Mr. Hossain inquires after food preparations.  He asks about the 
menu, which restaurant and the cost.  She parries the questions with vague answers 
about delegated responsibilities.  
Mr. Hossain presses on: “You know, because they could be charging too much, 
you know.  You should have asked me, and I would have found a good price.”   
She takes the bait: the price was greatly reduced and that it was too late, 
because the other students were on their way to the restaurant to pick up the food.   
Then he asks: “Do you have a speech to say what is happening, what is Eid?  
People who do not know will be confused.”   
She smiles politely.  Eid celebrations at TLHS have a near decade long tradition.  
 “You did not get the flyer?”   (Fieldnotes: October 7, 2009) 
During the days of Robinson Intermediate, Mr. Hossain was in charge of Eid celebrations, 
complete with poster presentations of Eid, essays on the birth of Bangladesh and a sumptuous 
buffet pot latched together by students’ families.  Administrators would often be the guests of 
honor and Principal Phillips would dress in a sari by the Bengali girls, as was Robinson 
Intermediate’s nipped traditions.      
At Toussant Louverture High School, Eid was coordinated by the Bengali seniors, 
integrating the celebration into the larger rubric of Seniors’ Events at the school.  As opposed to 
holding the Eid al-Fitar, or the end of Ramadan during school hours, the seniors preferred to 
hold it all day as a school spirit event.  During the last few class periods, students performed a 
series of cultural fashion shows open to the juniors and seniors of the general student body.  
They displayed the latest flares in Bollywood fashion for men as well as women.  This also 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




afforded an opportunity to mix music, show off some dance moves and build fervor for the 
impending Eid celebration, splicing the familiar with the provocative.   
 
FIGURE 5.6     Preparations before the big Eid celebration.  Photograph by Sunanda Samaddar. 
TLHS Eid was an all-out celebration.  Along with the High School’s students, families, and 
alumni, other Bengali youths and families who attended neighboring schools also participated.  
The day of the festivities, the young women entered the school utterly transformed.  Wrapped 
in silks and embroidered taffetas, precariously teetering in stilettos, their hair swayed self-
consciously to the stir their glamorous 7:45 am entry caused.   
Mr. Hossain, Mrs. Acharya and the Robinson Intermediate girls did not attend the 
Senior’s Eid Party after school.  But the Robinson Intermediate boys did.  After school, 
they cloistered together at a corner table, silently watching the activities as if in front of 
a wide screen tv.  It was obvious that the boys were intrigued and excited.   
Dr. Jaffla enters the cafeteria and is swarmed by students and alumni within 
seconds. He dispenses huge beefy hugs akin to cuddling puppies against his larger mass.  
The girls are shy and relish the contact.  The boys grin widely as he ravages their 
carefully gelled hair, then practically yanking their right arms out of their shoulders, 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




draws them into even closer hugs.    Principal Phillips arrives moments later in her 
standard attire of TLHS  ROTC t-shirt with a strand of pearls suspending a pendant 
whistle, slacks and heels -  the quintessential image of the no nonsense urban 
administrator.  Her speech receives almost hysterical applause though truthfully 
everyone talks right through it.  She sits to enjoy the sparsely catered fare.  
Mariam, who had planned her outfits for two months had already sloughed her 
beautiful teal and purple sari with peacock feather appliques and beadwork for a tight 
copper t-shirt, leggings and knee high suede boots.  She loops in and out of the small 
group of Black students humorously doing “The Hustle” to Bollywood beats.  In the mix, 
cheerleaders and other students involved in organized sports and other after school 
activities, waft in and out of the cafeteria carrying generous plates of biryani and bhajis.  
TLHS’s expression of Bengali identity is vibrant, rambunctious and risqué; which is 
more in line with Sylhet’s fecund village humor versus the urbane concerns of the 
displaced middle classes and their preoccupation with image.  (Fieldnotes: October 9, 
2009). 
For many Bangladeshis, experiencing Eid was restricted by religious and class affiliations.  
Organizing Eid within the local area was further complicated by the decision of which Islamic 
Calendar to follow.  Internal struggles between differing families were expressed in elaborate 
filigrees of familial, cultural, professional and religious memberships, such as the Senior Eid 
party.   Whereas the official Eid celebrations were dominated by a small population of middle-
class Bangladeshis the working class Bengali culture was able to find autonomy of expression 
through the gendered expressions of their kinswomen. 
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FIGURE 6.1     Toussant Louverture graduate enjoying nuptial celebrations in Sylhet, Bangladesh.  Photograph by Ahmed Family. 
Love  
Many romances in Bangladesh start by dialing the “wrong number.”  It is a popular 
sport.  Sometimes a boy or a girl will whittle away at the time, pressing random buttons … until 
someone answers from the other side.  One high school senior spoke of a girl in Bangladesh 
who ran off to marry her “telephone lover.”  Her family sued his family in court.  But there was 
no proof that she was kidnapped.  So, they disowned her:  “She gets her love and attention 
from her husband.  He really does love her.  He is good to her.  And she tells everyone that she 
is happy, but the sadness is in her face.  You cannot pursue love without your family – in the 
end, you will be the one to suffer.”  
Though, wrong number love often ends in futility, “It is still better to suffer than to 
languish in boredom.  It is better to feel alive than to simply carry on with duties without a 
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sense of personality.”  “Wrong number” love is an extended metaphor describing the 
entanglements of the heart between personal desire and familial duty.  At a more existential 
level, “wrong number” love is about ill-fated adventures and unforeseen destinies.  
For Bengali youth, romantic love provided a transcendent syntax for personal 
experiences of displacement and uncertainty.  Stories about love were often structured into a 
progressive ascendance of spiritual consciousness and sacrifice.  Stories about love also 
described the vicarious reality of transnational lifestyles: broken hearts interwoven with 
forsaken dreams of financial autonomy.    
Learning to love shaped perceptions of choice in transnational youth (Dariwal 2012).  
For Bengali youth, love as a form of agency (Helm 2010) intertwined the Sufi path of 
transcendence with the adventure of forsaken romances.  The passion of secretive, pleasure-
seeking adolescent longing is eventually tempered into the adult qualities of self-sacrifice, 
family and honor.  According to Sufi traditions, desire is not only a path to romantic love, but to 
self-realization. 
Mobilizing Raymond William’s (1981) subjective concept of the ‘structuring of feeling’ 
through the lens of Sufism, this chapter elaborates the ways by which secret courtships 
construct a shared psychic life of excitement, autonomy and action in the lives of youth.  
Exploring the role of adolescent romance in otherwise, seemingly personal love stories links 
personal transformations to larger structural displacements of changing role responsibilities.  
By unpacking the feelings of love and loyalty, a cultural approach to the psychological 
adventure of becoming an adult may be examined.   
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The tumultuous “secret world” of love mediated much of the psychic trauma of young 
people migrating to the US.  Feeling little control over their own destinies, many youth began to 
hone a Sufist perspective on their existential grieving.  Waving a hand away from his face, one 
student casually recited to me: ja kopale lekha ...  or, whatever has been written on my 
forehead, a reference to fate.  Enveloped in overlapping states of disorientation, many students 
felt as if they had no way of realizing what the future held for them.   
In the last section entitled, “The Love Story” two iconic Sufi poems, Majnun and 
Madhumalati are explored in greater detail to illustrate how a shared imaginary of secret 
courtships served to balance personal desires alongside familial aspirations.  This chapter 
explores the interwoven destinies of young men and women as they evolve from secret lovers 
to perspective spouses. 
Planning a Wedding: Lubna’s Concern for Her Natal Family 
Lubna wished to pursue a career in hotel management.  Her second brother had 
dropped out of school – he was studying automotive design, but with the crash of the auto 
industry, he was pursuing wages.  Her older brother was married, and that had provoked a lot 
of concern from her about the closeness and viability of family life.  She was visiting her cousins 
in New York in a month.  Her boyfriend of 5 years attended Baruch College, doubling up on his 
course load in order to recover a speedy finish - and to be first in line to ask for her hand.  She 
met him while socializing with her cousins.  The relationship bloomed unbeknownst to her 
extended family – mostly via the phone and the internet.   
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Both being career-minded, it seemed that they had grappled with a long distance 
relationship as a strategy to preserve their own desires and will.  She pondered the efficacy of 
their arrangements.  But with both of them determined to marry, though their parents were 
unaware of their attachment, they were making the necessary arrangements to appear 
respectable when the time came.   
When she called her boyfriend, her “heart races whether he answers or not.  If he 
answers I am swept up in dreams.  When he doesn’t I am drowning in sorrow.  I know better, 
but I can’t help but ask him why he is not answering.  He tells me that he is busy trying to marry 
me.  I have no doubts, but I do have a biroktho [troubled] imagination.” 
Lubna’s nuptual arrangements had become a very pressing issue since her brother’s 
marriage.  “Since he was married, things are not the same.”  Sensing tensions between her 
brother’s new wife and the family, she explained it as a plain-faced competition between her 
mother and her chachi.  Without further detail, she used another family’s marital troubles to 
illustrate this dissonance.   
“This Bangladeshi boy fell in love with another Bangladeshi girl, and made her love him 
back.  His mother was very bitter.  Her crusade did not end after their marriage.  Every night she 
would force him to sleep with her, apart from his wife with complaints of this and that. His wife 
is good.  She is faultless – she just wants to have her own family.  Anyway, eventually, they 
were broken up, and she was heartbroken.  Because she entered into a love marriage, she will 
get no sympathy.  She will probably not be able to marry again.  She cries from the pain of 
betrayal, what did she do but love him and follow his wishes as a good wife should?  But now 
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her life is ruined, it is an open book, and his mother is now looking for a wife for him the way 
she would like it.”   
The moral of these various stories is that a woman will never be happy without her 
family.  Even if in the prior case, that her husband loves and cherishes her, a girl is condemned 
to shame and solitude if her relations with family are broken.  Love for a husband is not enough 
to balance the various needs in life.  Once a woman enters married life, her own family 
becomes very important as a source of sympathy, strength and support while she learns to 
recalibrate herself within her father-in-law’s household.  Even as an adult woman, her strength 
of character within her marital home may very much hinge on her purity and reputation as her 
father’s daughter. 
However, Lubna also observed that living in trans-nuclear family situations in the States, 
women had more say as to the development of the family structure.  For instance many women 
sponsored their parents when traditionally women took care of their in-laws.  This train of 
thought may allude to her own intentions of taking care of her parents now that her first 
brother’s marriage has created conflict and that her second brother’s career plans had been 
derailed.  The inversion of gender roles in terms of her own concerns and intentions to look 
after her mother and father culminated with her determination of having a career.   
Lubna’s secret romance was a journey that had thus taken five years, from the time she 
was 12 years of age.  Her family’s uncertain financial future, considerably aggravated by her 
elder brother’s yawning disinterest, provided the impetus by which Lubna combined her 
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aspirations for marriage with her aspirations for protecting her family.  For Lubna, it is 
important to be able to arrange her marriage in a way that will benefit her own family. 
The Urban Frontier: Between Love and Marriage 
This is the story of two sisters and their disparate attempts to gain greater autonomy in 
their lives.   I met Marima when she attended her neighbor, Moni’s graduation party during the 
summer of 2009.  When I explained the study, Marima seemed intent on sharing her story.  She 
was 20 years of age.  She never attended secondary school.  Marima and her sister Mina moved 
to California with the parents when they were about 7 and 6 years of age, respectively.   They 
had moved to Hamtramck in 2001.   
Marima was married at 13 years of age in Bangladesh and gave birth to her daughter, 
Alka, the following year.  Mina married at 12.  Marima’s marriage was arranged whereas Mina 
eloped.  Both have been divorced.  However being childless, Mina has recently remarried to a 
computer engineer who lives in Windsor.  He did not have any knowledge of her prior marriage.  
Marima lived at home with her five year old daughter while Mina has recently moved to 
Windsor.  As the year progressed, she confided - as she needed – either in terms of a 
sympathetic ear, or someone to help her sort through her legal affairs.  
Marima had taken the day off work to cook for me.  Introducing me to her mother’s 
garden, she asked which of an astounding assortment of BD vegetables I would prefer and with 
which type of fish to pair them with for the impending meal.  As for meat, would I like a saucy 
chicken, or something more maka-maki or pasty?  After almost a year, Marima confided that 
she also has a second daughter with an Arabic Muslim, borne out of wedlock.  When she left for 
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Bangladesh during her father’s last trip, her mother had arranged for the second 
granddaughter’s custody to be taken by the father’s family.  Marima paid child support and had 
no contact with her two year old toddler.   
“She was so fucking beautiful, you know!  She had that Persian skin, so fresh and fair.  
She used to follow me everywhere.  When I was gone, she thought Mina was me.  My father 
convinced me to leave that man’s house and come back home.  We went on a trip to 
Bangladesh.  After I came back from Bangladesh, I see that I am missing one child and have no 
home.” 
Mina’s father was the younger brother of their mother’s first husband who was 
murdered while working in Dubai.  Pregnant with Marima, she agreed to remarry.  Marima had 
a tenuous relationship with her parents and no communication with her step-father.She had 
been involved in a string of abusive relationships over the years.   
However, she felt that Wahid was the one.  She wanted to marry him - if she must marry 
somebody.  Her father had threatened that he would rather go to jail in order to keep his name, 
than acknowledge a “street animal” as part of his family.  He had even threatened to kill her.  
Though the father had no quarrel with her mother, and Marima described their relationship as 
even being tender at times, her father’s affections for her mother and Mina were not shared 
with her self.    Unlike the other Bengali girls, Marima was loud and tomboyish with a penchant 
for colorful language. 
After an evening of laughing, chopping, dicing and cooking, Marima sat against the wall, 
speaking to a friend on the phone.  Her sister, Mina, was in convalescence from giving birth to a 
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son.  She occupied Marima and Alka’s room for the obligatory 40 days that she is to remain 
with her mother.  Alka was fully engrossed with being the little helper.   The conversation 
opened with Marima’s immediate concern: she feared she was being used, but she couldn’t 
seem to let go of her attachment to Wahid.  She had pressed him to tell his family about her, 
but he always deferred the topic – or in the instances that he did respond, he told her that his 
parents would not approve.   
She explained to me “Look man, I ain’t no nigger bitch.  I told him that he called me, 
made me like him.  I told him that I don’t like no games, don’t waste my time.  Don’t play with 
me, you know.  And now he tells me this?   
“So I ask him, ‘Why don’t you have someone else tell your parents if you don’t want to?  
They are probably looking for a girl for you right now.  What will you do, if they say they find 
one for you, you know?’” 
“He say that then he will have to marry her.  Shit.  He is a boy, and not a boy you know.  
He is older than me.  He is like thirty or something.  It is time for him to get married.  And if he 
tells them he wants to marry me, what are they going to do?  He has job, he is old enough.  
What is wrong with me?  I am just as good, I am a good woman, I don’t like all that fooling 
around stuff.  Yuck! I don’t do that, you know.  We have been going for 9 months, enough to 
have a child, and I still haven’t done all that with him, you know.” 
In the middle, he called.  She interspersed me as a character, into the conversation 
trying to leverage some pressure again.  “Tina is here you know.  And she mad at you.”   
She is flirting with him.     
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“She asking if you are kissing some kaluwah [pejorative term for black people], or 
something.  She is not going to like you anymore.”   
Her whole family was aware of her romantic involvement.  Her sister turned to me as 
Marima pursued her conversation on the phone.  She described how much pressure was 
exerted on her new marriage by Marima’s new beau.   
She was often angry with her: “He is not going to marry her.  And my husband is fed up 
with having to listen to and answer to rumors about his new sister-in-law.  We cannot go 
anywhere without the feeling that we must lower our heads a little.”   
Mina insisted Marima tell his family herself, in order to force his hand.  Marima 
considered the logistics:  “They only live a couple of doors down you know.  But I really don’t 
know them.  He thinks that I don’t know his name, but I stole a look at his license once, even 
programmed the last four digits of his house phone into my phone.  He does not know, you 
know.  But he won’t get away with this.  His friend who owns the store knows me.  And I know 
who his chachi is.  He won’t get away with this you know.  He can’t just waste my time like 
this.”   
Mina contemplated: “His family is going to find him a naïve little virgin.  You think he will 
say no?  Look at the way he is treating you.  Already making jokes about keeping you both.  
Marima, you are just misguiding yourself.  At a certain point you can’t blame him for 
mistreating you.  You have to admit that you know better for yourself.”   
“I just want him to tell me what is going on,” Marima responded.   
“You know he won’t, now this is your excuse,” rejoined Mina.  “Your mother and sister 
are tired of you by now!  And look, that on your wrist is fresh!”   
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“No, that’s infection,”   Marima retorted weakly. 
“Marima, I haven’t seen you in almost two months.  AHHH!  You should just cut yourself 
to ribbons and leave him alone.”    
I noticed that she did not have any pictures of her daughter in her phone.  They were all 
of Wahid and herself, always in hijab.  Though she rarely wore hijab otherwise.  Perhaps having 
Alka so young, and living with her parents, her daughter seemed more like an obsequious little 
sister. 
Lounging on the bed, all four of us sighed in unison, nestling the comforter closer to our 
bodies as we set ourselves for another hour of exchange.  He called again.  She answered again.  
I am used to this by now.  It had been this way since I met her.  Then, she showed me pictures 
of her last boyfriend.   
“He is much more handsome,” she remarked truthfully.  “That nigger was cheating on 
me.  I don’t like games.  I let him go.”   
As Marima left the room, her mother joined Mina and Alka to share some of her 
concerns.  She was troubled that a neighbor woman she paid to drive Alka to school had 
repeatedly put her granddaughter in the trunk.  Apparently, the neighbor was reluctant to 
make two trips with the children.  The grandmother was heartbroken.  She explained that 
unless Marima said something herself, it was useless.  Who will listen to her?   
At first I found it odd that Marima’s mother did not feel she could confront the 
neighbor, herself.  Yet, why she did not do so became quite apparent: This would further 
attenuate the status of the family, as supporting Marima in this conflict would mean supporting 
Marima’s overall lifestyle. 
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Marima’s mother lamented: She raised Alka all her life.  Yet, she still had to feed Marima 
and pick up after her, even as she cared for her daughter’s daughter.  She showed me Alka’s 
projects and prizes, and then to my surprise, told me how much time they spent together 
working on her schoolwork and her fanciful art projects at home.   
Alka being the daughter of a divorcee, Marima’s mother was careful to point out the 
mistreatment her grandchild received due to Marima’s disobedience.  She explained that she 
had tried to leave Marima and Alka in Bangladesh with her husband when she was 16.  She had 
even taken her passport to make sure that she would not be able to flee.  However, Marima 
snuck into the American Embassy during a family wedding and was able to leave the country 
without her parents’ knowledge. 
Marima’s behavior inflicted the family in many ways.  Openly pursuing a relationship 
with Wahid, her penchant for spending time outside the house not only impinged on Alka’s 
future but also the present happiness of her sister, Mina and Mina’s husband.   
A few months later, Marima fumed “You know what my dumb nigga says to me today?  
He says that even if he married someone else, he would still want to see me.  So I tell him, 
‘What’s wrong with me? Why can’t you marry me!  I am tired of this shit man.   
“When we met, I told him that I don’t like to play games and get into these dirty things.  
And now he is trying to run this shit on me!?  I just found out that he also has a sister, who lives 
next door to him!”   
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Her past relationships, though not as drawn out, had seen similar strife.  Two young 
men who had taken an interest in her, eventually left her to be married to a bride of their 
parents’ choice.   
On our way to the police station, Marima brought me up to speed with her work, a 
factory job for a South Asian owned electronics company.  Marima’s harassment began after 
she had purchased a car from a Bangladeshi coworker.    She suspected that after the purchase, 
he felt some type of an ownership over her, demanding to know who she is talking to on the 
phone, even touching her breast; finally escalating into making violent threats against her 
family, etc.   
She complained to the supervisor, who did nothing.  When she addressed the vice 
president, a meeting was set up.  The supervisor presented her with a back-dated write up for 
not showing up to work during scheduled shifts.  Days passed.  Then, she was moved to the day 
shift.  Now, Marima was mistreated by the rest of the employees, especially the women. 
On our way home from the police station, she confided about her sister’s troubles.  She 
complained that her parents were entreating her to drop the case for Mina’s sake: “My mother 
and father are shitting bricks, because she just had a baby.  They know what he says about me, 
and the family.  B but they keep quiet.  Otherwise either they won’t be able to see the baby, or 
he will leave her.  Or, maybe both.   
“He’s an asshole, I mean mean!  He is always in my face.  One night, I got a call from my 
boyfriend while we were all playing cards.  So I get up to talk in the phone.  And he grabs my 
hand, and slaps me across the face with the cards, and starts calling me a slut and all that.  My 
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face was red with cuts, and I got angry.  I told him, ‘I live here, you better get out of this house 
right now, or I will call the police.’   
“My friends calmed me down.  But that’s the thing about this country.  A woman stands 
a chance when she calls.  In here, they believe us because they know we are the more peaceful 
sex, why would we cause trouble?   
“My sister wasn’t telling me much.  Remember how I was mad at her for only bringing 
me 2 suits from BD?  That bastard told her that he forbade her to bring me back anything at all!  
He says if he knew the truth about her family, he would have never married her.   
“She can’t take it anymore.  So now she is starting to say things, even though she is 
trying not to.  She tells him, that if his family is so good, then how could a man of his high 
character be obsessed with his wife’s sister?!  She is starting to tell me things about him.  He 
used to beat her before the baby.  But now, my parents think he has calmed down.  But they 
are scared that he will leave her with a baby to take care of, so they go by whatever he says!”  
Divorced, paying child support and seeking factory employment within an almost 
exclusive South Asian Islamic network, Marima was censured whenever she stepped out of the 
house.  Left in the shadows of society, she was unacknowledged by her boyfriends, and had one 
child’s existence negated by her family while her first daughter was asked to ride in the trunk 
on the way to and home from school.  Furthermore, her humiliation impinged upon her sister’s 
hypergamous marriage, as well as Alka’s own prospects of a future groom.   
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Marima’s unsettling behaviors, including her two suicide attempts by overdosing on 
sleeping pills and the various lesions and scar tissue that clustered her skin from acts of self-
mutilation, though graphic, were in fact shared gender specific ways of aggressing discontent 
through the demonstration of wordless suffering.   Gardner (1995) observes that many 
Bangladeshi women who suffer from depressions construct narrative repertoires of suffering.  
This not only alleviates some of the loneliness experienced by women who are mainly 
consigned to the home.  Such discursive practices are used as the cornerstones of establishing a 
sense of selfhood, or the idea of being blameless and selfless against an unsympathetic destiny.   
The feminine economy of suffering is also shared and intimate, as women collectively 
represent the honor of a family’s name.  As Marima’s mother, Mina and Alka also shared in the 
sufferings borne from Marima’s misfortunes, they continued to grapple with their own 
vulnerabilities.     
Several months later, I received an urgent phone call from Marima.  She was at the 
police station making a statement against her boyfriend.  She told me breathlessly that he had 
assaulted her in his car, and threatened to kill her.  Then a few hours later, his older brother 
called, promising Marima marriage should she drop the charges.   
Marima asked me for advice.  Her hesitation? Perhaps the marriage proffered by his 
family would be rescinded should she relinquish the case too soon.  She began to bide time 
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Youth Discourses on Alienation and Suffering 
 
The idea of suffering, or the experience of a transgressive violence by which one’s inner 
psychic life is collapsed from the social world of words, is described within the discursive space 
of ‘silence.’  However, Das (1997) asserts that silences may also demonstrate a type of agency 
which is autonomous to linguistic competency.  Silences as sites of contest and struggle in 
discourse represent specific ways of sentience/knowing.  The refusal to allow an experience to 
be consumed and then articulated into a shared event is to keep a part of oneself away from 
the viscerating field of language and the unruly transformations of its dialogic capacities.   
The transcription of experience into words can be appropriated, resignified, maligned, 
abused or misunderstood.  Whereas the practice of describing day-to-day suffering was an 
exercise of adult women, (Gardner 2002), the variable of suffering in silence may be extended 
to youth culture.  Employing self-mutilation as part of the visual vulnerability of purdah’s 
discursivity, within the romanticized frameworks of star-crossed romances, both boys and girls 
were able to embark on a journey through which their anonymous longings and desires were 
inscribed into larger struggles.   
I had observed several girls with forearms mutilated by the administration of cigarettes, 
knives, curling irons and metal brushes.  These scarifications were part and parcel of the full 
spectrum of ritualized bodily inscriptions.  Whereas the women’s economy of suffering was 
socially shared, young men became atomized from family. The extreme of which, self-castration 
may also be considered as a part of a gendered spectrum of codified violence, one that lends 
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itself to the ‘patriarchal bargain’ (Kandiyoti 1988) as easily as the willing self-governance of 
young girls.  
The de-sexing of one’s maleness has explicit and implicit meanings in everyday life for 
young boys who in many cases may never achieve the stage of adult householder, a status 
inherited by the primogenitor, leaving many sons lost and despondent in terms of their future 
roles as adults.  What’s more, such acts served to inscribe the experience of alienation many 
boys endured as they faced their own, less ritualized and less consolidated rites de passage into 
adulthood in a foreign land.   
A recent tragedy which had put the community on edge was the tragic love story of 
Mohammed and Suraira.  Mohammed Abdul-Fazal Chowdhury, newly arrived from Sylhet, was 
accused of killing his wife, Suraira, on September 29, 2009 in their suburban apartment in 
Sterling Heights.  On January 14, 2010, Chowdhury committed suicide while incarcerated.  Katz 
reported: Chowdhury “took his own life in his jail cell last Friday, but not before cutting off his 
own genitals, according to Macomb County police.  And according to a Detroit news station, jail 
officials are still looking for his severed penis. .  .  One of the strangest twists to an already 
brutal case though, is the ending. According to the Detroit paper, Chowdhury's body is being 
released to his murdered wife's family, who will prepare it for burial in their native Bangladesh” 
(Katz 2010).   
The consensus amongst the Toussant Louverture High School youth was that the young 
man mutilated himself as punishment before taking his own life.  Such acts deemed him more 
humane, more a victim than a perpetrator.  In conversations, Chowdhury’s dismemberment 
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was extended into metaphors of having an oppressed and crazed existence.  His own incredulity 
of the terrible acts committed against his wife and children was also emphasized in these vividly 
vicarious accounts.  Chowdhury simply “went mad.”    
Steeped in Sufi mysticism, many young interlocutors perceived the tragedy through the 
metaphorical lens of the dream.  In Western discourses, the idea of dreams is fantastic, and 
even comforting as it lends to the idea that the person who is in a dream state is happy and 
restful.  However, for South Asian cultures, the dream state is contrasted with the idea of 
‘awakening,’ or the evolution of the conscious mind.  For Sufis, the dream state is described as 
being drunken, unconnected to the magnificence of living and breathing existence. 
Whereas adolescent love awakens children from their egocentric torpor, the immediate 
need for self-control in terms of confronting one’s own desires may seem overwhelming.  
Mohammed’s abrupt transition into marriage with a wife who was older, educated, 
sophisticated and on whom he was economically dependent made him ‘snap.’  Chowdhury’s 
death was not characterized as an individualized short-coming, but in terms of the futility he 
must have felt over his own destiny:   
Mariam reflects: “She didn’t want to marry.  She had been fighting it for years.  
We all wanted to be like her.  She goes to University of Michigan, you know.  She had a 
nice paying job at a pharmacy.  She was about to become a pharmacist.  Her mother 
insisted that she marry her nephew.  She had always been fond of him, and promised her 
brother that she would make sure he found a way here.   
“Her mother did some magic on her,” says Namnei. 
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 Mariam continues soulfully, “You can’t force these things here.  It isn’t 
Bangladesh.  Suraira is smart and funny.  She is older than him.  And what’s totally gross 
is that he was her cousin!  She ran away a couple of times, and wouldn’t go to 
Bangladesh at all.  But, when her mom said, ‘Fine, you can be a pharmacist,’ she gave in 
to her mom as well.  She had the apartment, the car, everything.  This dude can’t even 
speak English!  When she came back from BD she was pregnant. 
“But she was also glad, because she knew it would be a couple of years before she 
had to see him again.  When he came, it was bad again.  They decided to move out so that 
they can have some privacy.  Her family is very controlling.  It doesn’t make sense.  Why 
give her so much and then take it away?” 
Mariam pushes back tears: “She is my cousin.  And I can’t stand what people are 
saying about her.  Yeah.  Like, she didn’t like the headscarf or anything.  But after he came, 
she did try.  She might have moved out, but she was wearing the headscarf, helping him 
get into school, giving her parents money.  Everything!  She isn’t a disobedient slut.  Fuck 
them stupid Bengalis!  They like to talk a lot so they can keep their conscience quiet!  What 
they did was cruel to her and unfair to him!” 
The most sacrosanct of topics is the sleeping toddler in the next room who “may 
never wake up from this dream,” and the feelings of the sleeping child in Suraira’s belly 
during the stabbing attack in their kitchen.  The feelings of sympathy for the children seem 
to flank the young women’s liminal positionality as daughters on the one hand and 
prospective brides on the other.  (Fieldnotes: February 14, 2010). 
Sapna, a common name for girls in many South Asian cultures, means dream.  However, 
to describe the psychic complexity of sapnas in Sufist thought wavers from linguistic 
comparison.  Unlike the binary construction of dreams as heavenly to nightmares which are 
hellish, there is no foil for the idea of subconscious desires and fears in the South Asian 
imaginary.  Similar to the metaphor of purdah as a vulnerable and permeable layering of 
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gossamer bounded social orders, the idea of sapna follows the same billowy and enveloping 
ontology of movement.   
All of consciousness is described as a dream-like state, torturous in its unending sensual 
existence.  The five senses of touch, taste, smell, hearing and vision are the sieves by which 
one’s soul is constantly distracted, a state of spiritual nomadism.   Similar to the shadows that 
played across Plato’s cave, human experience is limited to the engagement of the senses.  
However, in the Sufist case, logic or intellect cannot be mobilized to transcend the barrier.  
Rather, the human intellect is philosophized to be a form a vanity used to tame the 
unknowable. Intellect and rationality are considered forms of limited revelation because the 
exercise of intellect is based on the ego, or the identification of a separated or individuated 
“self” from “other”. 
Unlike a solid cave, sapna are billowing sieves of reality.  One does not exist in a singular 
dreamlike state, from which one can finally be awakened.  Consciousness is described as being 
roused from several overlapping dreamlike states over a lifetime.  One experiences a series of 
rapturous, mind/body awakenings by which one’s spiritual nomadism is quelled.  Movement is 
connoted in a liminal existence as animated between the spaces of union and separation.  
Union with the Creator is experienced at finite moments of human love, loyalty and sacrifice.  
As one learns to set aside one’s own ego and motivations, a softening from the pain of 
metaphysical separation occurs.  
 Dreams cavorting the emotional gamut of joy and pain, conjoined with the visceral 
feelings of unity and separation is based on the syncretic construction of maya, or illusion.  All 
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lived realities from physical vision to emotional attachments, such as maternal love is 
considered a vital part of life and yet the undulations of suffering are often attached to those 
very aspects of life that would at first seem rewarding.   
Similarly, obedience to family, falling in love or doing well in school did not necessarily 
translate into hopeful futures for many youth.  For them, these experiences only seemed “to 
bury seeds” in their minds “which would not grow.” 
The Lost Boys: On Alienated Masculinities and Schooling 
 
     FIGURE 6.2     A birthday party. Photograph by Shahina Yasmin. 
 
Primogeniture lineages function to isolate many young men who are not ascribed the 
primogeniture status in life - to become patriarchs.  Living in extended family households, 
married men who are not first born are not considered head of their own household.  Nor are 
married first born men considered the head of their own household.  Under the order of 
patriarchy, or rule by father, first born sons continue in the role of son until the father has 
passed.  The infantilization of boys living under a patriarch potentially alienated many sons 
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from their family.  Not only were boys expected to express their father’s will, but were also 
expected to supplicate their own desires.   
In Early April, I finally spied Romi after he missed several days of school.   We have had 
several friendly conversations.  Romi was 22. He was gregarious wit and charm distracted from 
his aloofness when it came to personal topics.  I had repeatedly offered to tutor him through 
math class.  Of course, he never refused, electing to smile brightly while changing the subject to 
the most recent gossip.   
Romi cannot read or write in either Bengali or English.  Romi arrived in the United States 
when he was 14. Other than copying from students who openly facilitated this practice 
amongst themselves and especially advocating for him, Romi could not tolerate a single 
assignment.   
However, his leadership skills in class made up for his lack of academic investment.  
Romi was often Mr. Hossain’s volunteer, a liaison to other students as well as the office.  
Speaking English fluently and without a hint of an accent, his bravado did not belie his 
vulnerability in school which the other students and Mr. Hossain protected steadfastly.   
“He has a different girlfriend every 6 months,” one of the girls teased openly in class 
while Mr. Hossain visited the lavatories.   
Mrs. Acharya often visited with Mr. Hossain between hours, reporting the complaints of 
other ESL teachers concerning Romi’s performance.    This time, she was especially anxious over 
the mid-year transfer of 7 Bangladeshi students from a recently closed middle school, likening 
them to becoming ‘future Romis’ in front of the whole math class.   
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The students sat unresponsive, but it was clear that Mrs. Acharya’s words had 
registered from the absolute silence in the classroom.  Romi continued to doodle at his desk, 
pretending as the others, that Mr. Hossain and Mrs. Acharya were having a private 
conversation. 
The following hour, I spanned the short distance to Mrs. Acharya’s room, next door.  I 
went about helping the students with their English homework, noting that almost every single 
student had made almost exactly the same mistakes.    
Romi was assigned to write a letter of apology to Mrs. Acharya concerning his prolonged 
absence.  While I helped Romi compose his letter, he confided that he had been working three 
days a week at an American restaurant in Ohio, something he denied all of first semester.  He 
said that the money was very good, but he recently had to quit because he couldn’t keep up 
with the commute.  
Romi was the youngest of five grown children.  His two brothers and two sisters were 
both considerably older than him.  The sisters were comfortably married and settled.  None of 
the siblings were interested in migrating to the States when his parents won the lottery.  His 
father, who was a Bengali-speaking Indian businessman from Bangalore, originally travelled to 
Bangladesh in 1971 with the hopes of finding a cheaper textile supplier for his garment 
factories in India.  Eventually, he lost his business in India and followed his ties back to 
Bangladesh, investing in building garment factories in Dhaka. While relocating to Bangladesh, 
he met his wife of Sylheti origin and they were married.  Romi’s father continued to maintain 
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his business operations in Dhaka, tacking on the lucrative demand for supplying fashionable 
imports to Hamtramck’s several local emporiums. 
At one of my several urgings to tutor him, Romi responded: “Ah, I just leave the book 
open and let my mind wander.  There is no sense in this work, and I don’t care – you know, my 
maternal uncle (mama) lives in Kolkata . . . ” successfully derailing me into a conversation about 
my own family’s home town.   
When I returned to the subject of tutoring and mentioned that he was too impatient, he 
waved his hand in futile circles: “I have two brothers and two sisters.   I am the youngest.  Both 
my sisters are married.  One still lives in Bangladesh, she did not want to leave.  The other lives 
in Saudi Arabia.  My one brother lives in the Netherlands and the other looks after the business.  
He likes to travel a lot.  His passport is as thick as a novel.  He has traveled to China, Japan, 
Nepal.  He likes to see things.”  But when I inquired into his future plans, he gives me a winning 
smile: “Who knows, we’ll see.”   
Unexpectedly, Romi continued, “I guess this is all ridiculous to me because I am not a 
teenager.  I am 22.  My papers may say that I am 18, but I can’t stand coming to school 
anymore.  It gets in the way.  I have to work, you know.  I have jobs.  Yes, my father made a 
mistake.”  
I was not sure if he meant that his father’s mistake was lowering his age, or the mistake 
was that he thought that he was actually 18.   However, I pointed to his fluency in English and 
his easiness with languages.   
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“Well, I can’t get out of ESL because I am Level F2.  You have to be level F3 to be in 
regular class.  It’s like being retarded.  They have you stuck in ESL until you are 22 or 23.  I’ve 
been going to school here since I was 14.  Eight years!  Now, another 4?   Hah!  Why do you 
think Anik and Khawsar are such good students?  Because they know more than me.  Because 
they just came from Bangladesh.  So they have a good math background.  They were even 
learning to read and write English before they came.  I left school in Bangladesh before we got 
to the secondary level. 
 “In Bangladesh you can get an education.  Teachers have a sense of duty, and you want 
to please them too.  Here, you don’t learn anything.  They just want to keep you until you are of 
no use to them.  They don’t care about how we do.” 
Romi took care of his mother and their properties while his father and older brothers 
continued to run the family’s international garment business.  Romi also contributed by 
working as a bus boy for cash alleviating the maintenance of the Hamtramck household.  Romi’s 
lack of academic interest was related to his overall enneuyeux at the extension of his 
adolescence.  Trapped in a pubescent role by the state and the younger son’s role to the needs 
of his family, Romi “carefree” attitude seemed ambivalent if not equivocal at times.  Not able to 
make plans for the future, Romi did not intend to lose himself in his present obligations either. 
Though younger boys were able to exercise more youthful freedom, they also bore the 
balance of family finances without the authority to dictate their own life trajectories.  Whether 
it was a ‘childhood’ that was cut short due to economic necessity, or the lifelong responsibility 
of maintaining the family’s properties and household, the role responsibility that many young 
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men inherited was narratively overlooked when comparing the freedoms of a boy’s movement 
against the comparative restrictiveness of the girl’s movements.   
Exploring this theme of alienated masculinities at length, the estrangement experienced 
by girls from their brothers was but parcel to the experience of a boy’s experience of alienation 
as well.  As many sisters who had come to resent their brothers’ arbitrary expansion of 
authority and control over their movements, boys also felt several different shades of 
complexity, having to represent the will of an emotionally distant, ‘bachelor’ father, thereby 
obscuring their own passage from youth to an independent manhood.  Surman, the older 
brother of a TLHS student, reflected:   
 “I knew it when my Dad was talking shit since I was 10.  Adults are not close 
enough to their kids to even want to admit mistakes.  And it becomes uncomfortable 
when the mistakes are obvious. Parents need to spend more time with their kids. 
           “My parents still cannot speak, read or write English. “   
He grins,   “We do most of the communication for the family, and so we know a 
lot more about things.  But for the girls, they need to be close to their fathers too.  You 
know.  It is becoming just as important in the States, because of the amount of time they 
spend on the internet.  They sometimes become vulnerable – you know they don’t know 
much about what happens here.”   
Surman is the oldest of 7 in his family.  He recently married a girl from 
Bangladesh.  “My parents wanted me to marry from here.  But I wanted a reason to go 
back to Bangladesh, because all of my family is from here now.”   
Stepping outside for a cigarette, Surman ponders: “Wouldn’t it be great to light 
one up with him [Surman’s father]?  I mean, I am married with two kids.  I am not a kid.  
But it just feels like it would be so disrespectful.  I don’t in front of my wife because I am 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




afraid of her,” he says jokingly.  “But with my father it feels like it would be disrespectful. 
I still have to sneak cigarettes.”   
Surman laughs to himself as he surveys his own memories of arrival and change.  
“When the Bangladeshi Student Association performed a play 10 years ago, they had to 
use a guy dressed as a woman to do the heroine’s role.  This last year, there were girls 
putting on a fashion show, and they were wearing knee-length skirts.  I thought ‘Wow, 
we’ve come a long way.’  It’s funny.  We made a lot of impact in terms of what we can 
do in our own world.  But we can’t really change our parents.”   
When Surman immigrated in 1992 his family spoke no English.  They wore clothes 
from charity.  His family did not have coats.  Upon arriving at school on a snowy day 
without a winter coat, his teacher “whispered something into the girl’s ear and she came 
back with a really nice coat for me.”  When they went outside to the playground, the boy 
who had lost the coat was able to identify it and became upset.   Surman didn’t 
understand any English or what was going on so he kept it on and ran inside.   
Coming off the bus for home, Surman is “jumped” by school kids. Having suffered 
a mysterious assault and still not understanding what was taking place Surman now 
feared having to compensate his teacher for the lost coat.  “The good thing was that no 
one at home would notice what had happened because I left without a coat anyway.”   
The next day aggression was brooding during breakfast when a black girl stood 
up and explained that she got the coat for him from the “Lost and Found,” and that he 
was not a thief.  Later that day, the boy who owned the coat and had assaulted him the 
previous afternoon, presented it to Surman, insisting he keep it.  Surman expresses this 
vignette to make the point that all boundaries can be crossed in the name of empathy.  
However, this distance between parents and children is harder to cross.  Surman 
describes the lot of ‘night-shift parents’ and their physical and cultural inability to be 
attentive to their children.   
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“So I know about secrets, having to keep them, live another life.  Some guys are 
forced into marriage because they can’t communicate with their parents, but want to 
continue to see their girlfriends on the side.  Their moms threaten to commit suicide or 
whatever.  When the bride finally comes, there is no one to pick her up from the airport!  
I’ve dealt with this personally.  Nice girls without a clue about what’s going on.  And at 
the same time, I see that many of those same Bengali boys are not taking care of their 
girlfriends either.  You look around this city, and you see all kinds of mixed race children 
playing.  And the boys are able to get away with it because their parents just don’t want 
to know, or accept these children into their families.”  (Fieldnotes: August 29, 2009). 
Surman’s own liberal background, both in terms of the politicizing influence of interning at 
South Asian Youth Association (SAYA) in New York City, as well as participating in what he 
perceived as a double lifestyle during his youth, made him sympathetic to the plight of young 
people.   
According to Surman, the alleged freedom that boys experienced went hand in hand 
with a lack of recognition of their manhood.  This led to many men deferring responsibility for 
their actions, because these actions were negated, ignored or disavowed by their parents.  
Because of this father/son chasm, Surman did not feel continuity with his Bangladeshi roots 
through his parents.  However, by choosing his wife from Bangladesh, and deciding to 
participate in American politics, he was able to affect a Bengali identity somewhat autonomous 
of his parents, while promoting the family’s overall good name.   
Agnatic primogeniture or the custom by which the eldest son inherits an estate in its 
entirety often displaces young men within their families.  Though the practice of primogeniture 
enables the family name and landholdings to remain intact throughout the generations, it also 
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relegates younger sons and daughters into filling liminal roles needed to help propagate the 
family.  Whereas the transition from girlhood to womanhood is clearly marked by marriage the 
transition of a boy’s status into adulthood is more blurred within a complex and ritualized 
patriarchal hierarchy.   
Younger sons have two general trajectories: while one strategy may rely on his labor, 
families with more resources may also elect to invest in his formal education to groom him for a 
hypergamous marriage, or “marrying up.”  The elder son is invested in maintaining the family’s 
prestige, which in many cases may translate to providing income, labor and ulterior forms of 
support for the father.  The elder son is therefore also less likely to pursue further education or 
even marriage whereas daughters and younger sons have the potential to enhance the name.  
As such, many younger brothers, even those who have married and have had children, 
are not necessarily seen as adults in their own families, as there can be only one patriarch and 
one heir apparent in agnatic primogeniture.  On many occasions, such brothers, depending on 
their cultural capital and entrepreneurship may decide to branch away from the household and 
establish their own residence.   
Though girls are much more restricted in movement, they are also auxiliary assets for 
labor and hypergamy.  Conventionally, boys are expected to live patrilocally after marriage.   
Yet, in a stringent transnational economy, there is growing significance to the role girls play in 
their natal homes by participating in cousin marriages, thereby widening the available kinship 
network to provide an important source of financial assistance and ulterior forms of credit 
(Choudhery and Drake 2001). 
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The Love Story:  Sufi Discourses on Spiritual Migration  
 
FIGURE 6.3     Rural Sylhet.  Photograph by Kazi Miah 
As a rite of passage, adolescent romance is a time when tumultuous emotions are 
tamed, displaying strength of character, impelling young people to demonstrate a faith in their 
family by exercising trust, patience and obedience.  For girls specifically, adolescent love shapes 
the transition from a primary identity of being the daughter of her father’s household, to that 
of being a wife of her husband’s father’s household.   
In terms of adolescent sexual constructs, Sufi philosophy intertwines the development 
of the mind with the ripening of the body.  The awakening of desire is a spiritual engagement of 
the body.  The adolescent experience of falling in love is depicted as natural, unintentional and 
therefore fateful.  Likening the innocence of young love to the idea of shock and surprise, young 
lovers are ‘struck’ by pure desire for one another.  Love is framed in terms of an affliction, a 
feeling of suffering, an impulse that has awakened abruptly and disruptively from the inside.  
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




The youth is disoriented, at a loss for understanding the overwhelming restlessness of the initial 
experience.   
Relating the importance of oral tradition and Sufi teachings with the love story in 
everyday Islamic life, Abbassi reflects: 
Rumi runs in the blood of my people. Majority who live in villages having little or no 
access to literacy may not have read Masnawi or diwans, but stories and teachings 
imparted in mosques and khanqas [Sufi hostels] become so deep routed in their psyche 
that they easily stream down to folk.  (Abbassi 2012)     
The great poet and saint, Rumi’s 13th century concept of tawhīd, or union with one’s beloved 
alongside the longing to restore the feeling of unity when one is apart from one’s beloved 
describes the awakening of celestial love as the budding of the physical senses.  Rumi writes: 
“The minute I heard my first love story, /I started looking for you, not knowing /how blind that 
was. /Lovers don't finally meet somewhere, they're in each other all along” (Rumi 
translated by Barks, 2007).  Rumi’s describes the awakening of desire as the awakening of the 
consciousness toward the divine.  Love for another is the first state of loving more than oneself. 
The path toward overcoming this rapturous, torturous love is one that builds character, 
transforming the initial impetuous desire to possess one’s lover to a love that upholds his and 
her honor.  Deference to family and elders is the path by which one’s true love for another can 
be achieved, for no state of happiness can exist outside of a harmony of wills.  The initial pangs 
of desire are then accompanied by the pain of separation from one’s lover and are interspersed 
with brief joys of reunion, such as catching a glimpse or stealing a private moment.   
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The uproarious passions of adolescent longing begin to break down the body and mind.  
When a woman is separated from the one she loves, she cannot eat.  She cannot sleep.  The 
sound of birds is cacophonic to her senses.  She becomes distracted, or despondent.  However, 
at times of reunion, the heroine is overjoyed, drunken with excitement and desire.  This private 
psychic world of love, romance and taboo mediates the threshold between personal desire and 
familial deference.  Thus, a true and pure love for Allah emerges as the youth passes through 
several stages of adventure and suffering.   Learning to harness such galvanizing tensions 
generate “meanings and values as they are actively lived and felt . . . not feeling against 
thought, but thought as felt and feeling as thought: practical consciousness of a present kind, in 
a living and inter-relating continuity" (Williams 1981: 15).  
I briefly refer to the iconic tales of the Persian Majnun and Laila written during the 13th 
century, and the Indian Madhumalati written during the 16th century to illustrate the shared 
historicity of ‘structures of feeling’ and imaginary schematics through which the experience of 
secret courtship serves to balance personal desires alongside familial aspirations.   
Majnun, meaning madman, falls in love with Layla and composes poems about his love 
for her.  He mentions her name often, as if in prayer.  His efforts to win her cause the tribe to 
think he has become mad.  When he asks for her hand in marriage, her father refuses and Layla 
is married to another man.  When Majnun hears news of her wedding, he flees to the desert 
and begins to wander aimlessly.  His family leaves food for him in the wilderness. Shortly after, 
Layla dies of heartbreak, though she had never seen Majnun.  Majnun is later found dead in the 
wilderness near Layla’s grave.   
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The tragic story of unrequited love leads to Layla’s unknowable sorrow as well as 
Majnun’s asceticism.  Not able to be with Layla, Majnun wanders the deserts much as his soul 
wanders the earth, hopelessly, forlornly.  Though he is not able to have Layla as his wife, they 
are not reunited in death as the story explains Majnun’s passing next to Layla’s unmarked 
grave.  As he had spent his whole conscious being in devotion to his true beloved, so does the 
soul contemplate unrelenting loneliness until one realizes the infinite completeness from 
within.  For Majnun, his obsession with physically possessing Layla has eclipsed into mania, one 
in which he is a victim of his own desires, a madman.   
Nonetheless, his restless end symbolizes the need to balance one’s passions with the 
needs of family and society.  If Majnun had been able to demonstrate some self-restraint, he 
may have been a good candidate to become Layla’s husband.  However, his lack of restraint 
elicits disdain from his prospective father-in-law.  What is worse, he hurts Layla with his desire.  
Shortly after her marriage, she dies of a sense of emptiness, never knowing who Majnun was.  
Thus, completely swayed by longing, Majnun is unable to recapitulate the duties of earthly 
man.  It is the devotion to duty that elaborates the path to love, widening its boundaries until 
one realizes that all love is but one, and cannot be separated to serve humanity’s impetous 
desires.  Rather, romantic love, as an affliction impedes one’s self-development, if one does not 
manage these nascent feelings alongside one’s responsibilities to society.   
Madhumalati is a Sufi text written in Urdu during the 16th century by Mir Sayyid 
Manjhan Shattari Rajgiri describes the story of prince Manohar, and his love for the beautiful 
princess Madhumalati.  Manohar’s pursuit of the lovely Madhumalati is occasioned when two 
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playful angels bring them together in the midst of their sleep.  Opening their eyes to one 
another, they are stunned to experience an all-consuming desire to be together.  Madhumalati 
refrains from Manohar’s affections though she straight-forwardly acknowledges their love for 
one another.  When they are separated they endure suffering, adventure, and transformation 
before they can be reunited and experience true happiness. For Madhumalati, her love for 
Manohar is as great is it is for her family.  In order to demonstrate her virtue to Manohar she 
must refrain from her own desire to be possessed by him. 
The poem is rich in syncretic symbolism, using meanings and values from both Islamic 
and Hindu traditions.  The story of the two lovers represents stages on a spiritual path to 
enlightenment.  Their sprung desires represent the capriciousness of the world, as two angels 
engage in celestial play, or lila.  Their own innocent reaction to one another is their first 
awakening to the wonder of creation.  Love for self, as found in a profound and moving desire 
for another, is then tempered by the protagonist’s sense of morality, loyalty and ultimate faith 
in the order of transcendent familial love.   
When issues of purity and honor are introduced, the love for family and society is 
parried against this new love for another.  When love and loyalty are balanced the unification 
with the ultimate creator is achieved, emphasizing love as a path toward harmonizing one’s will 
to the will of Allah.  Thus, Sufi love stories serve as psychic structures toward the experience of 
independence, selfhood and adventure through which young people engage with their 
transition into the adult world.   
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Whereas secretive romances are considered a childish indulgence or pastime, cherished 
in the form of private memories, formal marriage illustrates the transition from daughter to 
daughter-in-law, a role requiring the performance of self-restraint and chastity necessary for 
achieving sharam or modesty in womanhood.  As the girl transitions from a state of permissive 
intimacy within her natal home to the status of being a married woman and an unfamiliar 
outsider in her father-in-law’s home, her identity transitions from one space of kinship relations 
to another.   The concomitant status of sister-in-law or chachi is signified by the types of 
relationships and intimacies young wives forge in the new household.   
The secretive world of romance as a rite de passage from girlhood to adulthood lingers 
as a young wife transitions toward becoming a mother.  Youth often express their innermost 
thoughts to their chachi, including their love lives.  This is a common practice in extending 
familial intimacies, especially between the young women of the household and the new wife.  
Both young men and women of the family often seek the confidence and emotional support of 
their chachis in order to discuss or explore extremely sensitive issues.  The chachi is the most 
vulnerable, isolated and most quiet position in the family.   
Sisters often confide to chachis what they cannot intimate to their own family or even 
their friends.  Because chachis are so vulnerable, they are often silent observers gradually 
fulfilling intermediary roles in family affairs.  However, it is the chachi who eventually attains 
the highest feminine rank in the household as sisters-in-law eventually transform into mothers-
in-law.  By bearing sons, the chachi is a matriarch-apparent of the household she is now 
learning to cohabit.   
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The traumatic transition from one space to the other is often experienced through a 
deeply mystical and philosophical lens of Islam.  Romantic practices function as a gradient 
exploration of nonconsanguine feminine spaces.  How this transformation of domestic space is 
internalized, articulated and interpreted is through experiencing the manifold manifestations of 
a transcendent love.  The liminal space inhabited between the hidden world of romance and 
the public spectacle of arranging marriage is a “structured formation which, because it is at the 
very edge of semantic availability, has many characteristics of a pre-formation, until specific 
articulations - new semantic figures - are discovered in material practice.” (Williams 1981: 134).  
Sufi love stories are dynamic sites for the ‘structuring of feeling’ or a social process whereby 
subjects are “defining a social experience still in process, often indeed not yet recognized as 
social but taken to be private, idiosyncratic, and even isolating, but which in analysis (though 
rarely otherwise) has its emergent, connecting, and dominant characteristics, indeed its specific 
hierarchies" (Williams 1981: 132).   
For South Asian youth, the love of family treads the path of transcendent love, leading 
one unwillingly through the forsaken adventure of yearning and romance.  The awakening of 
pubescent desire demonstrates the purity of desire itself as an innocence, a time of childish 
abandon, a moment when the subject extends him or herself beyond the body through love for 
another.  It is a time when lovers give validation to one another’s experiences, bearing witness 
to the otherwise ‘silent’ suffering of muffled, subordinated lives.   
Marriage as a movement of transcendence or a spiritual migration of a girl from 
daughter to wife is often colloquially described as ‘half a woman’s faith.’ Narratives of the initial 
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transitions into marriage are steeped in nostalgia.  Never having had chores, never having had 
to cook, clean or maintain a house are contrasted by the reality of hard labor that women 
endure ‘uncomplainingly’  in providing domestic pleasures.  An idealized childhood for a 
daughter born and brought up in Bangladesh is described in terms of girlish indulgence and 
ignorance to household duties such as cooking and cleaning.   
The contrastive role of a daughter-in-law is that of service, modesty and obedience.   As 
a young wife, a woman gracefully takes on the tutelage of her mother-in-law and other family 
women, learning to share in the wifely service to the family.  As a mother, a woman takes on a 
more metonymic function.  Her own body becomes an extension of the house she creates and 
inhabits with her children (Carsten 2007).    
The interim period between being a new bride and motherhood is often described in 
terms of being away from one’s family.  Becoming homesick was a common emotional 
affliction.  Whereas in adolescence a girl longs for the company of her lover, as a young bride, 
she pines for her family.  Such viscous melancholia at times erupted into gossip about self-
mutilations, overdose of prescription pills or madness.   
Or, on the other hand, as the woman matures, her relationship with her natal family 
ripens into a source of pride and self-identification, as she inhabits the household of her in-
laws.  Whereas student life is a feature of childhood that is shared between boys and girls, 
marriage signifies sexual maturity for girls, meaning a gradual separation from spheres of non-
consanguine space.   
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For men, migration as a form of apprenticeship, demonstrated the development of key 
life skills, including the ability to negotiate and survive in new environments involving different 
working cultures and languages (Rao and Hossain 2012: 417).  Rooted in centuries of disruptive 
land reformations, many modes of learning are based on migration practices.  Sacrificing one’s 
own comforts for the well-being of the family not only garners respect for the man within his 
family, migration also demonstrates outward forms of social distinction.  Respect is attained by 
contributing to both household and community.  Day to day acts of generosity such as sharing a 
cell phone, garnering a job for another, sharing adaptive advice or making contributions to the 
local mosque accumulates status (Ibid). 
Exploring the role of romantic relationships raises discussion about how love as a form 
of human agency (Helm 2012) mediates larger structural displacements of changing role 
responsibilities.  By exploring feelings of love and loyalty, marriage may be examined as a 
legitimate aspect of how young people prepare or “brace” themselves alone and as peers 
toward their future destinies (bhaago). 
Sufism as a form of Islamic mysticism, is intricately laced with metaphors of migration.  
For both men and women, the dual desire to experience unity with desh and to contribute to its 
upkeep through self-sacrifice is a cultural theme that has found specific sensual expression 
expanding from the caravan societies of ancient Islamic trade systems, through the Mughal 
courts and into the Industrial Era’s mass displacement of peasants throughout the eastern 
regions of Bangladesh during Colonial, Pakistani and Bangladeshi rules.   
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Sufi tales of mystical romance are often presented in the idiom of adventure.  Tales of 
unrequited love tormenting a forever wandering heart are especially salient in transnational 
contexts in which kinship extends its several nostalgic filigrees across the globe even as it 
conceives the land of Sylhet as their desh, or point of origin.   Wandering and spiritual 
adventure are very important themes for adolescent men and women as they ripen toward 
adulthood.    For women, a transcendental migration is experienced as the gradual withdrawal 
from her father’s household.  For men, it is about becoming an indispensable part of their 
father’s household. 
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FIGURE 7.1  Naming Ceremony for Bangladesh Avenue.  Photograph by Ian Perotta 
 
Purdah and Social Stratification amongst metro-Detroit’s Bengali Speakers           
          In Bengali Harlem, Bald (2013) described how South Asian networks took root in Black 
neighborhoods across the US.  Beginning with the workers who escaped the harsh conditions of 
the British Steamships in New York City’s harbors during the 1890’s and tracing another 
autonomous turn when beginning in 1910’s, a handful of Muslim, Bengali –speaking merchants 
began to settle in New Orleans, Louisiana; Black Bottom, Detroit and Harlem, New York (Ibid.).  
Though many of these first transnationals either returned home without ever a word to their 
families in the States, or stayed on to never return, the commercial and residential nexus of 
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Black communities have continued to provide economic niches for several entering ethnicities 
(Loewen 1988, Lipsitz 2005). 
 Myna, a local professor, author and a Bangladeshi Jamaican, gave me a brief glimpse of 
this muted history during coffee after one of her readings:  “My father’s uncle was one of the 
first Indians [Bangladesh was a part of the Indian colony] to work for a US Automobile company 
as an engineer.  He graduated from Stanford University.  My father was also Ivy educated.  He 
met my mother, who was a Jamaican nurse.  I suppose Blackness wasn’t what it is today.  During 
the 30’s, there were a few Bengali gentlemen who married Caribbean women.  Perhaps they 
liked Caribbean women for their dogala background.” [According to colloquial usage in the 
Caribbean, dogala means of African/Indian mixed descent.  However, the direct translation from 
Hindi means bastard.] 
“Anyway, the marriages didn’t last because their kinswomen wouldn’t tolerate it.  There 
is a whole generation of us old half breeds who can understand and speak the language.  We 
just happen to look Black.  But I wouldn’t say it is necessarily because we look darker.  We didn’t 
have jat [caste status].  We were outsiders.  Completely disowned by my step mother after my 
father passed.  The next few generations have no recollection of any of this.  What I have been 
able to impart to my grandchildren is my Pre-Nation Muslim roots [Referring to Nation of Islam], 
and an uncontained love for poetry.”    [Fieldnotes: May 5, 2009] 
Encounters with the “Black Pacific” (Lucious 2005) or the space of Asian/African 
American contact has only been sporadically excavated through the works of such authors as 
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Lucius (2005), Wu (1999), Harris (2013) and Bald (2013).  The impact of American race relations 
on the socialization of all ethnicities as well the unweighted import of Black exploitation on 
working class ethnicities of color is unpacked rather superficially in this chapter.  In other words, 
I do not attempt to assemble a Bengali perspective on American race politics.  Rather, this 
chapter winds the tactile corridors of tacit decorums textured by inferred differences.   
           House’s (1991) study concerning Detroit’s 1968 post-Riot architectural enterprises 
described the construction of the Renaissance Center, a fortified commercial structure along 
Jefferson Avenue on one side and the river separating Windsor, Canada behind it, alongside the 
expansion of Jackson Prison, almost a hundred miles away, also the mediating destiny for many 
of Detroit’s destitute.    Tower and Dungeon explored the quixotic element of intimacy in 
American race relations examining the social production of space as a means of saturating the 
subject with positionality: 
The urban poor in general . . . internalize the social and political codes governing the use  
of space, customs pertaining to enactment of economic class and social role through  
space relations, which are very much a part of American society: A servant enters  
through the backdoor, a black rides in the back of the bus, a business executive occupies 
 a larger office space, a penthouse or villa on a hill represents highly esteemed living  
quarters, the poor and minorities are imprisoned, the mentally ill and the old are  
separated from the rest of society, etc.  When spatial  codes exert such legitimacy as to  
induce anxiety in a person who violates them, they may be said to function as control  
systems” (House 1991: 126). 
Examining the multiplicity of racializations through the lens of their resultant spatializations, 
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space may by conceived as “ . . . the product of an interaction between the organism and the 
environment in which it is impossible to dissociate the organization of the universe perceived 
from that of the activity itself” (Piaget 1954 quoted from House 1991: 2); In blighted conditions, 
Soleri ventures: “It is sensorial and a sensitized animal that urges the psyche into withdrawal”  
(Soleri 1973: 131).   
          This chapter explores spatialization through the several expressions of anxiety that tinge 
the outlook of inner city Bengali youth.  Anxiety as a form of dislocation was experienced in the 
apprehensions that many young women and men held in their abilities to contribute to the well-
being of their families.  Whereas young women often blamed themselves for not having enough 
shaoshi, or bravery to explore this new frontier, the alienated bodies of young men became 
galvanized by eruptions of larger Bengali-speaking class dischord.   
Navigating Home, School and Family through the Precepts of Purdah 
 
The efforts of the sisters, Riza 19, Tamana 17 and Nausheen 15 to find their appropriate 
social niche exemplified the overall loss of autonomy many young women experienced by 
settling in the inner city.  Two married brothers resided in London with their father.  The three 
sisters ventured to the States with their mother and the youngest brother, Salman 21, to set up 
a household close to their mother’s relatives, residing in a nearby working class suburb.   The 
three sisters had attended Robinson Intermediate Schools until it closed during the summer of 
2009.   
The family had an office in Dhaka, from which they campaigned against child bride 
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marriage.  Riza described how her father and three brothers engaged local police in raids to 
search out girls who were held against their wills.   They would bring the girls back to a semi-
orphanage environment.  It was unclear whether they returned to their families.  Riza’s jamidar 
or landowning family was also able to provide a school, housing and vocational programs that 
would teach the girls trades like jhori or needlepoint work, and candle-making along with a little 
primary education.  There was a lot of local criticism leveled against the office, alleging that 
these practices were making girls unmarriageable into the future. 
When Riza’s father finally retired, two of the elder brothers married and moved to 
London, residing with their father’s extended family.  The younger of the two faced a lot of 
criticism for not taking on menial jobs.  But he was determined and eventually secured 
employment with the English government.  The third brother and the 3 sisters, along with the 
mother, moved to Detroit a few years afterward in 2009.  The family was unemployed and 
received remittances from their two brothers in London.  They often joked on the phone about 
how America was not the right choice.   
Describing her disappointment with school, Nausheen observed: “You see how everyone 
complains about Mrs. Acharya and Mr. Hossain?  They are actually quite comfortable where 
they are.  They have a sort of makha makhi (intimacy, or mixing a paste between two hands) 
you know – how does the saying go – ‘If you see someone’s face every day, that person 
becomes like family.’  They may complain about things, but they are really too scared to be part 
of the regular school. 
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“We are always in the background.  We do not even know what is going on in the school.  
We are not part of anything.  We go down the halls and see pictures of students receiving prizes 
and acknowledgment.  I want to see my face up there.   
“The other day, the students protested the closing down of our school.  We did not even 
know.  We had no idea.  They made posters and a big deal about everything, it was just another 
day for us.”   
She didn’t understand why she found it so “hard to work hard in this country?”   
In early May 2009, walking through the halls during an end of the year cultural event at 
Robinson Intermediate, Riza spoke about how Bengali girls were too wrapped up in matters of 
love and marriage, when they should look more toward how “to become capable and complete 
on their own.”  Riza differentiated herself from the other girls at school – she longed for open-
minded conversations about religion and philosophy – “it is so backwaters and un-Muslim 
here.” 
Relieved to have the chance to speak openly in shuddho bhasha (proper Bengali), she 
began her story in the middle, describing how her family felt obligated to the man who 
sponsored them, acquiescing to him when he dictated that they would not celebrate Eid with 
the rest of the community.  Whereas the Bengali Calendar was a syncretic calendar 
incorporating both the Islamic lunar Hijri and the Hindu solar calendars, otherwise known as the 
Harvest Calendar, after years of migrant labor in other Islamic countries, many families decided 
to follow either the Dubai or Saudi Arabian Hijri or lunar calendars, transecting Eid into 
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potentially three disparate celebrations: 
“Eid is like our Durga Puja, we wear new clothes.  There is a sense of thankfulness and 
unity.  Because of Ramadan, people run on the streets feeling free, overjoyed.  To even see 
beggars and people who have nothing actually smile, is the most inspiring part of all.   
“So imagine this is our first Eid in the US, and we are forced to sit at home while 
everyone else celebrates.  ‘What is this,’ my mother wailed.  It ruined it for me.  We were told to 
celebrate Eid the next day with a handful of families.  In Bangladesh, we even enjoy the 
celebrations of (Hindu) Durga Puja.  Here, there are no Muslims, only factions.”   
A few days later, I was invited to my first dinner with the family.  As I unloaded my 3 year 
old son from our car in front of Riza’s house, her landlady, living on the first floor called out: 
“Where is your husband?”  In my awkwardly prim Bengali I ignored the question, responding 
that I was here to see the sisters.  Her face brightened and her own son lunged out his head, 
completely hooded by the fabric between her knees.  She insisted I leave my son downstairs 
while I went around to the back.   
I was struck by just how bucolic this street which bridges the Detroit/Hamtramck city 
borders looked so late in the spring.  With the warmed weather, children paraded about in all 
states of undress, barefooted, trampling through countless anonymous gardens, content in their 
children’s play.   Drying fabrics textured the landscape with rich tumerics, maroons, bright blues 
and vivid oranges.  Even the storefronts that traced the street were plastered with boldly 
colored election posters for Bengali candidates.  I felt a sudden sense of displacement, as if I 
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were the one who was in another country.  Thankfully Riza’s brother walked onto the property 
at the same time and escorted us to the back. 
   Unbounded hair flowing in all directions, the sisters bustled about their extremely 
cramped attic apartment the whole afternoon preparing for my arrival.   The space was riddled 
with cockroaches, so I was relieved when the landlady returned upstairs for my son.    
 The family was physically striking.  The girls were tall, ranging from 5’ 7” to 5’ 10.”  
Salman, their brother was also a tall, striking young man.  I took note of how phenotypically 
distinctive this family was from many of the other families I had interviewed.  In Bengali terms, 
they exhibited the traits of being Persian: tall, straight-limbed and fair-skinned (lomba, chowra  
and phorsha).   
As the girls bottlenecked toward the tiny kitchenette entrance to prepare my tea, 
Salman discussed his academic standing in the States.  His accounting credits could not be 
transferred to America.  He planned on retaking the classes at the local community college and 
transferring to a four-year institution when Allah willed it.  He encouraged me to come and visit 
with the family often.  Then he took leave to give us “our privacy.” 
I was presented three types of drink, a lentil, two fish dishes, an American fried chicken 
dish, a curried lamb dish and a vegetable dish with rice, parata and rooti as well as pizza and 
three types of sweets.  They sat around the table expectantly, waiting to watch me eat.  They 
insisted that all preparation was necessary since our meeting fell on the day of the birth of their 
nephew in London.  Their mother walked upstairs to meet me, after finishing up with a visit at 
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her neighbor’s.  She had a girlish energy and a bright face.     
“Adab. I am so glad you came.  This is not such a place for people like you.  But I am glad 
that you are brave.  Look at my daughters.  So beautiful!  Their father thinks they are so 
beautiful.  How are they in school?  Is the burqua in the way?  We detest that burqua!  Even 
their father cannot convince them burqua is no use.”   
Riza and Nausheen chirped and chided with their mother, explaining to her that I was an 
esteemed researcher, and that such fun should not be made of the Faith in front of me – even 
though they knew I was very understanding . . . 
Of no use, the girls receded while their mother explained a great many things . . .  
Tamanna sat quietly with her laptop as Riza left for the bedroom upon receiving a phone call 
from London.  Losing her target audience, Durba, the mother, decided to descend the stairs to 
spend time with the landlady and the boys.   
Riza continued with the London festivities in the other room.  I began to understand how 
intimacies were nurtured and maintained, especially at such a vulnerable stage of transition.  In 
fact, Riza and her family were not catching up, they were continuing – in real time.  She 
solemnly entered into the ‘living room’ which was crowded by ad hoc furniture – a pleather 
couch and a splintery coffee table not two feet from the dining table which was covered with a 
cheerful applique fabric, protected by plastic and pressed up against the fragile partition 
separating our room from the kitchen.   
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I sat with Nausheen while Riza dutifully crossed the space into the makeshift kitchen – to 
make me my coffee.  She entered apologetically, feeling shy for her ‘bad behavior.’  She said 
that her brother had to leave as well because he was helping friends pick out a laptop.  She 
positioned their own laptop on the dining table next to the coffee.  I am greeted by their 
Londoni cousin.  They had great pride in her – “She goes to a top private school.  She is very 
smart.  She is going to be a barrister someday.”   
Nausheen continued with me as Tamanna literally blossomed in front of the screen, 
cuddling with her older sister and laughing.  This was their life at home – a virtual family.  
Nausheen interrupted my reverie to refocus me to her tales of exasperation. 
Nausheen was the great academic hope of the family.  They described her as the 
smartest.  Riza insisted that she was willing to work just to put Nausheen through school. “I am 
not very smart, but Nausheen, she picks up on everything.  I feel useless just going to school, 
and putting so much pressure on my brother.  I ought to be more useful to my family.” 
They had a cousin who attended Wayne State University.  She encouraged them to 
enroll at DGA the following fall.  Detroit Girls Academy was an all-girls charter school that 
recently located in the building of the former Woodward High School.  The sisters were 
exhilarated at the prospect of learning in an all-girls school, more so because DGA had no 
bilingual program, which meant that they were likely to be enrolled in mainstream classes.  
More importantly, they had family members that were helping them craft educational choices 
that went upstream against the recommendations of the local prominent Sylheti families.   
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Both Riza and Nausheen described the continuous local pressures concerning school 
choice and other modes of socializing.  Not only were loyalties immediately tested as when Riza 
described her internal struggle during Ramadan, but Nausheen’s surprising refusal to accept Mr. 
Hossain’s recommendation of school placement and coursework in the 6th grade when she was 
in the 7th also indicated how this family’s network was extensive and bore its own influence as 
to how they would eventually socialize into the larger rubric of Bangladeshi communities.  
Riza described a very active transnational lifestyle as she related recent news and events 
from London, Dhaka and Toronto.  Londoni cousins sent the latest burqua fashions and political 
literatures to the rest of their cousins.  They not only chose to express their faith, but there 
were also class and generational issues in foment:  Whereas the parents possessed modernist 
leanings toward a secular civil life, the second generation felt a need to politicize their religious 
identities in an effort to iterate their own belief system which emphasized a different sort of 
feminist empowerment.  Not only did Riza, Tamanna and Nausheen consider themselves radical 
activists within their own faith, they also wished to differentiate themselves from the rest of the 
para, as their family’s politics, geographic nexus (Dhaka, not Sylheti) and genealogical status in 
Bangladesh served to cultivate the sisters’ sense of cultural isolation by the acculturative disdain 
for the working-classes who “only work to marry off their women.”  
As sexual availability is signified by spending time outside of the house or wearing 
garments that make outsiders feel more familiar, the sisters maintained very strict engagement 
of purdah, refusing to even enter a room that was filled with unrelated men.  Conversely, the 
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girls enjoyed many of the burqua fashions and accessories were sent to them by their London 
cousins who keep them in touch with a much more self-conscious Bengali movement that 
engaged their brothers and chachis. 
Durba had explained repeatedly how older family members attempted to dissuade 
them, telling them that the burqua would not be tolerated by people in the States.  But this 
seemed to only strengthen their resolve.  Interestingly, the youngest, Nausheen often fought 
with her older sisters, wanting to take part in the wearing of the burqua as well – Riza chided 
her in front of me: “You are still our little baby.” 
During a late August 2009 visit, Riza and Tamanna opened up.  We talked about life at 
home.  They used to live near a medical school.  They had a sprawling house in the city with an 
English style garden and other amenities.  The students from the nearby medical school would 
often ask the family’s dharwans, or security, permission to walk through the grounds.  The two 
sisters recalled the drastic celebrations families and friends held for their emigration.  Tamanna 
laughed a little harshly when she relived how jealous her friends and neighbors were at the 
prospect of living in the States.    
Interestingly, part of the practice of purdah for Riza’s Mughal lineage was an 
encouragement of interfaith relations:  “It’s more backward here than I could have imagined.  I 
can say salaam, but I can’t say ‘adab’!”   
Adab is an interfaith greeting between Hindus and Muslims.   This was something they 
would say often.  It was thge way they used to greet their teachers and other Hindu families 
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with whom they were close.  Such frustrations led the young ladies to abstain from worshipping 
at the local masjids.  This came up when we were talking about the volunteer hours that the 
girls would have to put in while attending DGA in order to graduate.  They did not feel 
comfortable with any of the 4 local masjids.  I supposed picking one would mean ‘not’ picking 
the others.  They did not like the idea of even venturing to a mosque for the sake of 
volunteerism.  They did not feel comfortable anywhere in the city.  
The humanist views of the family alluded to their wealth, ambitions and a strain of 
cosmopolitanism that did not coagulate well with the rest of the Sylheti para.  This was 
reflected in their choice to splinter from the recommended schools as well as to refuse 
membership with any of the city’s mosques.  Most importantly, it was the remittances sent 
from London alongside the advice of more established suburban family members that allowed 
Riza’s family to navigate the elusive networks and political allegiances that organized and 
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Cultural Dysplasia: Feminine Axes of Purity    
 
FIGURE 7.2   Swag.   Collage by Nargis Ahmed. 
For many young women, their sense of dislocation signified two conflicting tensions: to 
help their families through a foreign world versus their own feelings of futility.  In their desire to 
transcend gendered boundaries, to become a resource to their own natal homes and assist their 
husbands achieve financial success, young wives often found themselves overwhelmed with 
feelings of guilt and shame for not being able to integrate into American life.  Though their 
movements were constrained by living in an insular environment, absorbed in the elementals of 
learning to cook, clean and care for young children, young women often internalized the dashed 
hopes and dreams of both their husbands and themselves.   
This section explores class tensions as signified between inner city and suburban 
Bangladeshis, during two autonomous New Year celebrations. Whereas the gendered 
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performances of middle class belonging was exemplified by success in America cum the 
purchase of expensive goods and gifts and social exchanges about professional and academic 
promotions, belonging was also curiously symbolized by most women choosing not to wear 
hijab during the festivities, though the New Year celebrations took place in downtown Detroit.  
The intimacy and sense of dwelling founded in the sensibility of women dressing “openly” also 
conveyed a sense of confidence over their environment.  In contrast, the urbanite New Year 
took place in a local high school and was organized akin to a rally, pulsating with erratic energy.   
Poila Boishak is the Bengali New Year. In Bangladesh, it is celebrated by Muslims and 
Hindus together.  Similarly, in the Detroit metro-area two huge celebrations were also 
underway.  During April 2009, spring had barely begun to radiate through Michigan.  Each year a 
three day event had been held at Cobo Hall, home to Detroit’s annual Auto Show. Though the 
majority of the attendant families were expectedly suburban Muslims, I noticed that only a 
handful of women had chosen to wear hijab.  
The traffic around vendors gradually thickened as people languidly lounged in elegant 
robes.  The stalls lined in two vertical rows separated the performance area from the grandiose 
entryway. From the window was a panoramic view of the city.  Cobo Hall was packed with 
competing events.  People eyed each other with open curiosity.  Some country music fans from 
the city’s annual “Ho-Down” festivities seeped past the doorway, toward the food vendors.  
Dressed in wife-beaters and jeans, half-shirts, mini-skirts, and cowboy boots, concert goers did 
not give away any feelings of awkwardness as they arbitrarily chose an item from the menu with 
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a Coke before they progressed to the main stage in piqued interest.   
The jewelry and fabrics for sale were expensive.  Business was brusque and busy.  
Popular film and music artists freshly arrived from Bangladesh were announced over the PA 
system in between the indefatigable daytime programming of toddler dance solos, karaoke 
performances, poetry readings and instrumental numbers.  These professional artists were 
scheduled for the more formal evening events to follow when Wayne Hall would be utterly 
packed. 
The Detroit Police kept a firm hand on the traffic.  I witnessed a few hip-hop styled 
Bengali boys from Toussant Louverture High School ushered out of the event.  I noticed several 
of my dance students from the temple on stage.  This little group of Hindu girls aged 5 – 7 were 
carefully folded into cute little sari costumes tied village style (without the pleats in the middle 
as women wear saris in the city.)   Small and innocent, they swayed in and out of suggestive 
poses to erotic monsoon-inspired lyrics such as “komar dole aie” or  “Makes my hips roll.”  
Of course this material would have been inappropriate for adolescent girls to perform.  
Most of the themes tended to be bucolic, sensual and nostalgic, from describing the beauty of a 
single grain of rice to the eroticism of the rainy season.    
I received a call from Moni, one of Mrs. Acharya’s former students. She invited me to the 
other Bengali mela or festival, being held at a high school.  At the time, I was not aware there 
were two melas. 
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 Unlike the Cobo Hall event, the school event was the epitome of visual chaos.  I was 
almost knocked down at the school’s entrance as teenage boys wrestled each other to the 
ground.  For each, the loose, Hip -Hop styled clothing proved to be the bigger foe than the 
opponent.  The other boys cheer on as I traced the wall to the entry.   
 
FIGURE 7.3      Bangladesh Independence Festival 2010, Cobo Hall, Detroit.  Photograph by Sunanda Samaddar. 
          Inside, the hall leading to the auditorium was packed shoulder to shoulder.  There was 
little ventilation and the scent of humanity was rancid.  Almost all of the women in attendance 
were wearing hijab.  No jewelry or fabrics were sold and all food plates were priced under 
$2.00.  
I found Moni’s mother.  She invited me to the house so we could talk about the 
suburban mela taking place at Cobo Hall.  Her family lived modestly above a Bangladeshi 
restaurant– on Bangladesh Avenue.  On our way upstairs we were greeted by their neighbors.  It 
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occurred to me that beyond the secured metal filigree door to the outside, all of the doors to 
the individual apartments were left open throughout the day with a modest cotton purdah or 
curtain serving as an undulating partition.  Children roamed freely between spaces. The whole 
building smelled of fish fry.  I heard the muffled television straining upstairs as comments were 
hurriedly passed about missing the introduction.  The program was “Indian Idol.”    
As I made my greetings to the other tenants who gathered and followed us upstairs, it 
occurred to me just how familiar this environment felt to that of visiting my family in Kolkatta.  
In many cases of city living, sons often built a flat on top of the space of their parents, or an 
addition to the property.  Thus extended families often lived in one “house.”  Beside the main 
entrance way, doors were rarely used inside the house. 
Upon entering Moni’s apartment, the oversized furniture overtook the front room 
lending the impression that her family’s dreams were bigger than where they were presently 
situated.  The furniture was clearly for the future, not suited to the matted deep red carpeting 
and yellowing dark wood panel walls.  Nor were the gaily colored silks any sort of relief against 
the monochromatic sensibility of red carpet, two oversized red sofas and a loft bed with a red 
comforter made available to the paternal grandmother.  She was a sweet, small woman.  She 
smiled shyly to greet me upon entering.  Then she broke into a grin as she saw the neighbors 
collecting behind me.  The men and children were invited to sit with me as the women giggled 
and pinched each other in great fun and somehow managed to move into the recesses of the 
kitchen.   
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Moni’s family arrived a few years ago, but the severe economic climate made her father 
uneasy.  Already several families had returned to Bangladesh.  He decided to try and stay to 
prolong his mother’s health.  His employment would only insure himself.  However, he had 
worked it out through the Bengali network of doctors and pharmacists to somehow allocate his 
insurance benefits to his mother.    
I was called into the kitchen by Moni’s mother and grandmother.  To my chagrin, I found 
the kitchen table laden with several dishes scintillating in metallic splendor.  Bringing the 
surrounding early 80’s décor of lime green, citrus orange and tannish brown together with the 
lushness of giggling voices, multicolored frocks and kameezes or long chemises, and aromas of 
vegetable, egg and fish fries and pickled fruits.  The women laced the walls, looking at me 
expectantly.  Moni glanced at me sheepishly imagining my self-conscious despair as her mother 
coaxed me to the table.  There was only one place setting and chair.   
I realized that as a guest of honor, I was to be served while the ladies took gratification 
by running commentary about what and how I ate.  There were two types of lentils, three types 
of fish, two types of egg dishes, a chicken curry and a lamb biriyani.  Both mothers’ and 
daughters’ eyebrows knitted as they observed my order of choice for dishes.  Fries, salad and 
lentils are always first, followed by a dried fish in savory sauce and egg.  Then of course, 
vegetable dishes, perhaps an egg curry, a mild poppy seed dish with which the flavor of chilis 
can really stand out, and then more savory vegetable preparations, fish, and lastly, chicken and 
then goat or lamb – an ascendance of order I managed to glean during my first several meals.   
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Pacific fish are not like their flakier Atlantic cousins.  The kata or needles are infinite and 
almost invisible.  I started with the chhootki mach, an extremely pungent form of dried fish 
indigenous to Bangladesh, mixing it into the lentils.  They laughed loudly, slapping their thighs, 
while their men continued to provide each other company in the living room.  
 As the introductions warmed and the formalities faded, Moni opined her chronic 
boredom in Detroit.  My eyes instinctively rested on the scars on her wrists.   
“It is nothing like New York,” she said.  She had briefly passed through New York City -  in 
transit.  “There it felt like you really stepped into another country.  Here, is worse than 
Bangladesh.  The houses across the street are abandoned, all woods. Next thing you know, 
tigers will jump out.”   
Dani and Elma inch their way to the vinyl seats to join me at the table.  Married at 19, 
Dani is now 23 with a three year old son.  She informed me that her sister is not married, and 
that her parents are continuing to foster her university work in BD.  Dani had the idea that when 
she arrived in the States that she would embark upon her university studies.  However, she soon 
became pregnant, and without any extended family available to help support her in terms of 
looking after the child, she was consumed with taking care of her toddler.   
“At times I get really angry. It seems like I never feel awake.  Feels like my whole life is 
floating away.  The day begins and ends with chores – and the chores have no meaning, only 
repetition.  Day after day, things need to be done, and I am getting into the rhythm of getting 
things done, I even cut the grass – my parents don’t believe I could do such things when I 
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describe my days here.  I try to sound happy because I don’t want them to worry – but the days 
go by, and I feel that I am wasting away.”   
Dani’s husband is pursuing a Bachelor’s Degree in Computer Science.  When she tries to 
relate her frustrations to him, he sounds maddeningly rational, making her feel sheepish and 
small.  “I know he is being sincere when he says that he is working to support us, and that this 
family is all he wants.  It is all very logical.  Nothing to disagree with.  But he doesn’t understand.  
And he was very sweet during the pregnancy.  I had a terrible time the first few months with the 
morning sickness . . . he really attended to me.  I liked the privacy of being away because my 
stomach was so big – I felt laja [shame].   
“But now, I really miss my parents, especially my mother.  Because now I understand 
how much work she did to make a home for us.  Until the day I was married, she used to feed 
me, you know.  I never wanted to eat.  I was a skinny crazy thing and food was so boring.  Now I 
cry for her food.  I really miss her.  When we talk on the phone, she says that when she visits, 
she will take care of all these things.  But I only want her to visit so that I can take care of her.  
Just the company would be all that I need.  Even a little part time job would break up the 
boredom, refresh me in some ways.  But he is so little right now, and at this stage, all they want 
is their mom.” 
Having arrived in the US at 19 years of age, Dani, like many new brides and their families, 
had already shared in conversations about education as part of the marriage arrangement.  
Many young brides from BD, who have recently finished with their secondary schooling, are 
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very agreeable to marriage as a means for migration.  They are most personally motivated by 
access to advanced education.  Dani felt her inability to pursue an education left her a burden to 
her husband even as she felt she had abandoned her family.  Being the oldest sister, she 
thought it wise to marry, come to the States, and then advance her own education in the hopes 
of being able to contribute back home to help with her sister’s marriage arrangement.  After all, 
her parents have only daughters. 
Gardner suggests women’s narratives of suffering are a discursive style, in which 
“women play out the codes of duty and (sharam) modesty, so central to selfhood (Gardner 
1995: 42).”  Whereas men speak mostly of adventure and finance, many of the adult women 
seem to express their distance from their own natal families as the main cause for concern.   
Dani cried every day, especially after she acquired a job at McDonald’s– “the job of a 
servant.”  She did not eat there.  She brought her own food. Nor did Dani like living in the para 
with so many ashobho or unmannered Bengalis.  Many women nodded in sympathy.  
Despondent, Dani described how she would return home from McDonalds to cook, and yet 
could find no taste in her food.  She thought about her family and their laughter.   
Similarly, Elma described her dreams of pursuing a degree once she arrived in the States.  
But after years of childrearing she felt that she has been living a life that was independent of 
being in America – she felt disengaged.  Now that her children were older, she really wanted to 
work.  But she did not feel that she was ready for anything.   
Elma’s husband was aspiring to become a doctor when she became pregnant at the age 
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of 19.  “He dropped out of school and started working in the casinos.  Can you imagine?  Just 
one lone man having to support all of us like this?  A man from a good family having to sacrifice 
for us like this?  I often worry for him.  If I hadn’t gotten pregnant so early, he would have 
realized his dream.  He works the night-shift.  He can’t get any other.  It is difficult keeping the 
children quiet in the summer.  Sometimes I feel alone, even though he is just sleeping in the 
next room.  And he is a very sentimental person.  If I do not sit down to eat with him, he will not 
eat.”   
Elma alluded to the conventional practice of the wife only eating after she has taken care 
of her family’s needs, “We usually have our dinner together at four or five in the morning.  Then 
he goes to sleep.  But then I think as I go about my day about how nicely he has provided for 
us.”  Elma is referring to their recent relocation to the suburbs. 
Though many newly wedded women arrive in the States, expecting their educational 
opportunities to be facilitated by marriage abroad, their dreams of youth are often 
circumscribed by the reality of motherhood.  Dani and Elma continued to feel a desire to work 
outside the home.  Though both of them were close to their spouses, Dani often looked upon 
her husband as a father figure, her youthful disorientation making her feel vulnerable and 
childlike.  However, Elma, in her guilt over her ‘early’ pregnancy, had taken on a maternal sort 
of guilt toward her husband’s dashed aspirations, expressing her desire to share in his mental 
burdens of raising their family.  Similar to Dani, Elma’s experience of an early pregnancy was 
tinged with feelings of selfishness and guilt.  The idea that their husbands had to become 
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providers right away, and in one case, the husband having to forsake his education were further 
attenuated by the social isolation of day-to-day affairs when extended family was not present to 
share in domestic life.   
The married women’s lingering longing for their father’s house [bapir bari] is a common 
discursive practice by which they mourn for their loss of childhood and all of its intimacies, 
including nakami behaviors, such as acting girlish or ‘spoiled.’  In fact the natal space of the 
paternal home is often the conventional sanctuary to which a first time mother returns.  There, 
she is pampered and treated like a daughter or a child without violating the code of sharam or 
modesty to which she is committed as a daughter-in-law of her husband’s family. 
Elma continued, “I never had to do a thing.  The servants were always like invisible 
hands.  I would come home from school and tear off my clothes.  My mother had fresh food 
made for me, and the servants spread my house clothes out.  Everything fresh.  Then my tutors 
would come.  I had six subjects.  I was very competitive, you know.  Every day, my mother would 
scold me and tell me to come into the kitchen.  Even after I had gotten pregnant!  I was so 
ashamed!  I wasn’t even cleared for my visa!  I had to return to my father’s house while I waited 
to join my husband.  Even after I came to America, I couldn’t believe that I was married.  She 
rubbed my stomach with mustard oil every day until I left.”   
For Dani, the practice of purdah was more implicitly understood as her need to be 
available to her first born son.  For Elma, breaching purdah by engaging in mixed company had 
become an intolerable source of unhappiness and humiliation, a constant reminder of her hand 
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in diminishing the potential of her husband.  Yet, not being able to transcend purdah was a 
source of guilt cultivating her overall feelings of inadequacy.  Similar to Dani and Elma, several 
women had absorbed themselves in feelings of shame and culpability for having extinguished 
their husbands’ or family’s aspirations.   
They were caught between their feminist desire to contribute to the repair of their 
devalued social stature through education and employment and their feminine desire to uphold 
the signifiers of their husbands’ stature in accordance to purdah’s practice of discouraging 
women from mixing with heterogeneous or lower caste or commercial or other immodest 
publics.  Many women felt morose for not having been able to accomplish their dream of 
becoming key players in the destinies of their families. Many young women also felt guilty for 
not having the courage to overcome their sense of discomfort. 
Resignifying the Muslim/Hindu Divide: Festivals and Protests  
 
FIGURE 7.4     My son and myself at the Bangladesh Festival 2010, Hamtramck.  Photograph by Ian Perotta. 
Similar to Christmas in America (as in Christmas, Hannukah and Kwanzaa), Eid is 
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celebrated as a national holiday.  In fact, many Hindu and Muslim Bangladeshis had expressed 
how they miss the seasonal comingling of Eid alongside the smaller Hindu Durga and Kali puja 
celebrations in Bangladesh.  In Hamtramck, however, Islamic Eid and Hindu Puja celebrations 
agitated class rivalries between different transnational memberships.  Exploring the 
recalibration of Hindu and Muslim identities demonstrates the breakdown of historically 
syncretic practices between working class communities, even as syncretic ties are strengthened 
for suburban families.   
The week following Eid al Adhr or the festival of sacrifice commemorating Abraham’s 
show of devotion to God, is Kali Puja.  In contrast to the Indian Vedic myth of origin, in which 
Kali springs forth from Goddess Durga’s forehead as she enters into battle; Bengal’s Sufist 
evolution of Kali Puja in the mid-18th century during British Rule described how Lord Siva 
refused his consort, Parvati, the daughter of the mountain, due to her dark complexion.  In a fit 
of despair, she tore off her dusky hue, leaving it as a discarded opaque mass on the floor.  This 
alter ego, the dark, repressed and forgotten aspects of a scorned womanhood is the Ma Kali of 
Bengal.   
The Bengal region’s peculiar preoccupation with the feminine divine is rooted in tribal 
practices of matriarchal worship, codified rituals which routinely subvert the classical conscripts 
of an otherwise Brahmanic patriarchy.  Kali Puja signifies the timeless and urgent disposition of 
an agrarian existence from the past into the present.  The Bengal region’s rich fertility coupled 
with the merciless barrage of typhoons, cyclones and tropical storms leaves many worshippers 
in terrifying awe of the amazing abundance succored from the callous bosom of a mother who is 
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Mother to all.   
Goddesses are most commonly associated with the earthly.  As aspects of prakriti or 
physical nature, the Great Goddess (Mahadevi) is the physical body from which we manifest our 
own material modes of existence, our beastial needs to eat, excrete, reproduce and dominate.  
Goddesses represent aspects of shakti, or the primordial, cosmic energies that vehicle between 
prakriti (nature/matter/time) and the spirit, which is symbolized as an unchanging reality that 
does not submit to this world, also referred to as the masculine element, purush.    Combining 
the elements of prakriti and purush create the conditions for consciousness, or an animated, 
sentient mode of existence.   
Prakriti also holds many other paradoxical significations.  The Goddess gives and she 
takes.  In some forms, she is compassionate representing good fortune, wealth and status.  In 
other forms, however, she represents the larger world unfurling outside the melded minds of 
human living.  To some, she may represent the unpredictable, or the irrational in nature.  To 
many Bengalis, she also expresses the displacement of human reverie from its fantasy of 
purpose or self-importance.  Ma Kali in Bengali iconography symbolizes existential 
contradiction. Consciousness, or spirit enervated by nature, is both a trap and a vehicle toward 
moksa or spiritual elevation. It is the fountain for all alienated, beastial egos and the sieve 
through which one learns to surrender selflessly to the grandeur of creation.      
However, unlike the older Vedic myth, this specifically modern/colonial Bengali Sufist 
interpretation is impregnable with subversion, paralleling Kali with Bengal and Parvaati to the 
“nation” of India in their asymmetrically Pygmalion relationship to English colonial rule.  Thus, 
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the hegemonic Vedic myth of origin which depicted Kali as a blood-drenched, inebriated 
banshee, the very embodiment of feminine rage, is contrasted with the great Brahmin Bengali 
sage, social reformist and poet Ramakrishna’s image of Kali as Mother.  Kali Puja, evolved as a 
grahmo or village practice that held upper caste, urban Muslim and Hindu elites who had served 
the British government in suspicion.  
Whereas the rest of India celebrates Laxmi Puja, or a festival dedicated to the goddess of 
wealth and good fortune, the Bengal regions of India and Bangladesh are dedicated to Ma Kali.  
Indeed, Ma Kali represents the dormant potential of the discarded, bruised ego, both vulnerable 
and powerful at the same time.  Over time, Kali Puja’s mysticism concerning the feminine divine 
had been translated and preserved by Sufi imagery as well as shared as public events, syncretic 
spectacles, fashioning for Bengali speakers spaces of linguistic/religious autonomy in their 
celebration of the feminine divine.   
The weekend following the Eid celebration at Toussant Louverture High School, I was 
confirming arrangements for my dance students’ evening performance at the temple’s Kali Puja.  
The parents were astir.  Apparently, a Hindu boy from a competing temple had brought Muslim 
friends to celebrate the overnight festivities.  The Brown Street Temple and the present temple 
were established after the original Hindu temple burned down in 2006.  After the organizing 
parties fell into disagreement, they established two places of worship.  Many Sylheti Hindus 
belonged to both organizations, though there appeared to be a social rivalry between the 
organizers. 
I heard several versions of the conflict throughout the day.  Upon calling one of the 
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temple’s organizers, I was told: “The parents of the Muslim boys were upset, and they should 
have been.  We had our boys apologize to them, and then we are meeting with them again.  It 
was actually our fault.  So, they naturally got upset.  But there was not any of the violence.  We 
called the police immediately, and the mayor showed up as well.  We went to the police station 
to tell them about our puja today, and they said if anything happens again, to call them 
immediately.  But everything is fine.”   
Though it was admitted that the Muslim boy did not instigate any aggression, the 
violence of punches thrown and baseball bats unveiled had not come up in this official version.  
But, a police report had been filed and an unofficial ban on Muslim guests had crystallized. I 
finally arrived at Temple that evening to find Satyen and his friends loitering the hall that 
bifurcated the bathrooms from the entry to stage left.  They seemed relieved to share their side 
of the story.   
Their version began with a last minute play that the temple organizers had asked 
them to put together for the night before.  They admitted their content is a bit risqué, but 
comical.  The audience loved it.  But the organizers were irate forcing them to stop the 
play in the midst of the performance.   
“They should have at least let us finish the damn thing, you know.  They asked us 
to make this thing up.  We stayed up all the night before.  They could have just told us to 
take out the swear words, but the audience was liking it anyway.  The only people we 
were offending was them.  It was damned funny.  They shouldn’t have just stopped us 
like that.  They should have said something before.  Anyway, that is how they are. . .  
I had observed similar tensions before.  During young adult productions, temple membership 
would openly indulge the actors to defy the organizers.  Sometimes they would clap so loudly 
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and for so long that the whole audience would corporately feign ignorance to the leaders’ 
animated attempts to edit performances.  According to Satyen, in this happenstance, the actors 
and audience were able to press the performance into the final scene, where a drunkard made 
gyrating motions behind a blind priest who was preaching the “virtues of virtue” before the plug 
was finally pulled.   It must have been quite a spectacle to witness some of the elders 
distractedly hurry their guests of honor into the cafeteria. 
“So when we are getting ready for aarti, Mithun, (the priest’s son) tells the 
Muslim boys that they don’t belong here.  I know that if we come to the mosque, nobody 
wants to see us there, either.  But at least I couldn’t say that no one treated us so rudely.  
I mean, it’s a religious place, and so I know they would be more respectful of us, you 
know?   
“Anyway, then a fight broke out outside, and so my friends and I were just trying 
to make sure everybody was alright.  I mean, once a fight breaks out on your own 
territory, you can’t just stand there, you have to do something.  Everyone else thought 
we should have done more.  The organizers are saying we over-reacted.  No one was 
happy with us, and we didn’t even start the fight!  Now the organizers are acting like 
they are embarrassed about us –and then we have to apologize?  What about the kid 
who actually insulted them? 
“And we are here all the time, you know!  When we ask to help, they give us the 
jobs that no one else wants to do.  I mean what the fuck!  Keep the parking lot picked up?  
Mop the floor?  That’s not how it should be.”  (Fieldnotes:  October 17 – 18, 2009). 
 
          The apparent eruption between Hindus and Muslims followed the humorous struggles of 
deep play between the temple’s heterogeneous body of “impudent” working class youth, their 
indulgent audience, and the respectable organizers.  Even though Satyen expressed an interest 
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in becoming more involved with the temple, the organizers were reluctant to allow him greater 
visibility.  The temple served a nostalgic function for its Hamtramck-Detroit worshippers, 
including the everyday social antics of village intimacies such as the edgy, openly sexual humor 
that facilitated a sort of communitas to take place amongst subjects who were more 
accustomed with a bawdy, agrarian lifestyle.   
Whereas the youths were pressured to accept the blame and apologize to the Muslim 
boys, their parents and the Imam; Mithun, a suburban Bengali and the son of one of the Hindu 
priests was not mentioned during the organizers’ description of the incident.  Surprisingly, as 
resentful as Satyen had been for functioning as a scapegoat, he did not make a fuss.  The 
board’s efforts to redeem their authority overlooked the actions of Mithun, who alone entered 
into the physical altercation, while publicly denouncing Satyen and his friends for their abhodro 
or ungentlemanly conduct.   
The organizers were highly invested in the temple’s function as a space of cultural 
authority, social promotion and the ascension of status within suburban donor circles.  It was an 
autonomous function apart from the everyday lives of the overwhelming inner city working-
class membership of the temple itself. The “boys” and their standards for entertainment as well 
as their bat-swinging virility, represented the resistance of the larger membership to the tastes 
and fears of its organizers, rendering visible the shape-shifting tensions of class dynamics 
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Purdah and Property  
 
From the 16th to 19th centuries the expansion of Mughal imperialism from Delhi 
consolidated a syncretic society of the religious elite.  By mediating interactions between 
diverse populations on the basis of ritualized contact between the pure and impure, the 
practice of purdah strengthened the relationship between ruling Hindus and Muslims while 
mutually partitioning subordinate populations.    Between the spread of religious teachings 
through Sufi mystics and the commercial influences of bustling Islamic trade networks along the 
Indus Delta; Muslim rulers developed longstanding friendships with Hindu potentates by sharing 
a long tradition of integrating Hindu elements of governance and caste.   
The syncretic practice of purdah between the elite upper castes Hindus and the Mughals 
continued during British Rule, as purdah observance was strictly adhered to by many elites as a 
form of socio-cultural resistance.  In 1782, the British Crown administered the region of Sylhet 
from offices in Dhaka.   By transforming Bengal’s agrarian economy from that of the Mughal 
feudal taxation collected by diwans to that of a capitalist model of individuated land ownership 
in which the jamidar, the patriarch/landowner became a modern landlord the British hoped to 
institute land reformations with which Bengal was to be reborn as a region of capitalist 
landowners.  As such, lands were retitled to a burgeoning population of petty Bengali 
administrators.  However, this march toward industry trampled upon and ruptured the various 
capillaries of intergenerational practices cultivating its own distinctly urban Bengali middle class 
administrative culture.   
The socio-cultural transformation of the jamidar from patriarch to landlord further 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




antagonized complex economic arrangements by dispossessing the rights of all those who 
provided agrarian and artisan labor under the previous order.  The institutionalization of private 
property delegitimized the communal development of tribal lands.  Previously, jajmani as a 
system of production and distribution of goods and services, constituted the several vertical ties 
that bound the social classes together (Wiser 1936). Each village was specific to caste and 
livelihood also known as jat, composed mainly of ties to kinship.   
Village-based kinship economies were bounded together by the larger exchange of 
goods and services.   According to Oscar Lewis (1965), the land reforms instituted during British 
India had transformed jajmani into a neo-feudal economy of exploitative relationships.  
Overtime, the usury terms of informal credit between nouveau jamidars and smaller families 
are the financial and historic conditions by which migration networks develop (Kuhn 2004: 328).  
These networks, which propagate their own systems of conflict resolution and credit, are pre-
modern social formations, and continue to work autonomously today. 
In 1878 Sylhet was redistricted from the offices of Dhaka in Bengal.  Sylhet became its 
own administrative locus in the newly created Province of Assam, where several plantations had 
successfully cultivated farmland while experimenting with several strains of Chinese tea.  In 
1947, as a result of a referendum on political independence, Assam was annexed to India and 
Sylhet became annexed to West Pakistan as part of East Pakistan, forming an Islamic state.  
Whereas the Sylheti grew to share many linguistic and cultural affinities with the Assamese, 
after the vast tea farms became redistricted to Bengal, Bengali medium schooling and political 
culture reshaped Sylheti linguistic practices around the cultural hegemonies of Bengal (Sharma 
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and Sharma 2006: 147).   
Such sweeping reforms resulted in hybridizing the Sylheti language, usurping their 
language and Sylheti Nagari script while hegemonically alienating them from modernist Bengali 
cultural traditions.  Consequently, for Sylhetis, Rozario indicates that the quest to foment an 
identity equivocates between the Bengali and the Muslim “ . . . depending on socioeconomic 
and political climate of the region” (Rozario 1992: 21).   
The Sylheti population’s continual political displacement and economic exploitation had 
fermented into the work of solidifying ties to Sylhet as desh autonomous from identifications 
with Bangladesh.  Desh, a nostalgic site of longing, is visually inscribed by migrations, 
transforming the everyday rites de passages of young people.  Labor migration evolved as the 
strategy by which a large number of families sustained their lands and social stature in an 
otherwise tempestuous economy (Saunders 2010).  As an ethnic national, the Sylheti imaginary 
of desh was signified as a dispossessed motherland cared for and financed by labor markets 
made available by the former British Empire, then later by migrations to Dubai, Saudi Arabia, 
England, Canada, Australia and the United States.    
The ‘Londoni’ sensibilities of transnational workers had found expression through 
remittances.  The urbanization of a Sylhet City, visualized by the boutiques and restaurants 
catering to visiting expat population and their extended families, represent the growing middle 
classes at home fueled by transnational labor. During the fiscal year of 2005-06, the flow of 
remittances increased by 25% to $4.8 billion (Ahmed 2013).  
This was mostly attributed to UK Sylheti expats, with significant contributions from 
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networks in the United States and Australia.  By 2011, Saunders notes that the Tower Hamlets 
(the East End section of London and historical settlement for different waves of impoverished 
immigrants) sent the largest portion of the $11 billion that rural Bangladesh received every year 
(Saunders 2011: 29).  By 2012, regional remittances alongside foreign aid and national exports, 
composed over 12% of the country’s GDP (CIA Fact Book 2012). 
Ethnic and class tensions related to remittances erupted in riots in front of the Dhaka 
Stock Exchange.   The market crash of 2012, publicly criticized as an example of overwhelming 
governmental corruption and corporate greed, swiped lifetime savings from thousands of small 
investors who had lost everything in a matter of minutes.  Since 2007 share prices of Bangladesh 
stock market had outperformed almost all the world´s markets.  In 2010, the market increased 
by 83%, encouraging regular people to invest in the market as an alternative to employment 
(Saha 2012: 9).  “The crash wiped out billions of taka from the market where fresh, illiterate 
investors were the main victims” (Ibid: 10).  
 In response to the demands of the British-Bangladesh Chamber of Commerce, an 
economic forum of British expatriates, Dhaka created a Special Economic Zone (SEZ) in Sylhet to 
“protect the human and natural resources, including the infrastructure of foreign investment, 
and to create strong economic development with domestic and international markets” (Jahangir 
2013).   
          The practice of purdah for many Sylheti families equivocated in terms of their ethnic 
liminality, their family’s social status and economic hardship.  However, many young women 
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returning from diasporas have influenced the practice of purdah, bringing with them an 
American passport and the hijab to signify personal sanctity, female empowerment and even an 
oriental coolness.  These varied choices between women and their families on the one hand 
exercised their relationship to a larger South Asian social hierarchy in which lower caste 
representations of spiritual purity were racialized.  On the other hand, transcribing purdah’s 
politics of purity upon the reality of the inner city environment also meant the labor of erecting 
newer social hierarchies, hierarchies that involved non South Asian groups such as African 
Americans, Latinos, Middle Easterners and Whites.  This meant innovating several boundaries of 
identity: parenting and sibling relationships, identifications as a student, as a Bangladeshi 
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FIGURE 8.1     2010 Seniors Graduation Pictures Fieldtrip.  Photograph by Sunanda Samaddar. 
 
Homo academius   
Entering into the straits of a biracial order, Bangladeshis learn to participate in the 
perpetual articulation of American race relations.  American multicultural discourses on cultural 
authenticity are impregnable with other culturally hegemonic valuations of purity, enhancing 
the authority of ethnic middle class families over the labor of working class families.  The 
formation of ethnocracies (Vora 2013: 181) in transnational networks, in order to access jobs, 
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marriage transactions and creditor/debtor relations, continue to perpetuate the social 
inequities that animate Bangladesh in metro Detroit.   
The reliance of transnationals on these ethnocracies relinquished many families to the 
hands of social orders that regulated relations of debt and status from “home” while neoliberal 
reforms continued to make social or institutional integration more difficult in the US.  The 
appropriation of multicultural discourse within American racial practices constructed spaces of 
volatility in which ethnic identities were always in flux, animated by the polarizing tensions of 
American-ness: Black and white (De Genova 2006).  As a form of “latitudinal citizenship” (Ong 
1999) ethnocracies facilitated the middle class exploitation of fellow nationals in racialized 
hierarchies of power.    
The popular criticisms (Schlesenger 1998,  D’Souza 1991, 1995) that multicultural 
movements are superficial or ineffective belies the state’s intervention in the cultivation of 
transnational social formations in societies where the norm is Christian and white (Welsh 1999).   
Privileging middle class families of success denies the complexity and historicity of polycultural 
civilizations in a larger world history.  
Offering a globalizing perspective to multiculturalism, Dumouchel (2013) noted that 
beyond the level of ascription of something as multicultural or a public policy-motivated 
approach to the multicultural environment, there is a multiculturalism which functions as a 
political norm or ideal.   In this case, multiculturalism “is conceived as a requirement of justice”: 
‘Multiculturalism’ used in this way does not describe the world as it is but indicates how it 
should be”(Ibid: 4).   
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For many established Bengali-speaking families, “Becoming a host/ess requires giving 
away of one’s identity as master; it requires being dispossessed of everything that defines one 
as self-owning and self-owned master of the home” (Butler and Athanasiou 2013: 161).  
Wedged between valuations of racial and ethnic purities, many South Asians became 
dispossessed from their own interwoven histories of culture and labor.  In efforts to put 
distance against the identification of Blackness and its connotations of under privilege, many 
Bangladeshis approximated membership to white privilege through entrepreneurial 
opportunities.  Similar to many South Asians in general, Bangladeshis conceived of themselves 
as “guests” to the state.   
Similar to the politics of purdah, multicultural topographies of the cultural served to 
inscribe the woman’s body as alterior.  Multicultural gender constructs not only privilege 
middle class, nuclear families; it uses this visibility to contravene the formation of working class 
subjectivities.  In regards to gender, Bourdieu observed: “Sexual properties are as inseparable 
from class properties as the yellow of a lemon from its acidity: a class is defined in an essential 
respect by the place and value it gives to the two sexes and to their socially constituted 
dispositions” (Ibid: 124).  Though it seems that some multicultural values may be opposable to 
practices of purdah, they are engaged in common relations of production.  
 The particular discursive formations around feminist language held the feminine body 
captive to values of American racial purity through an imagined lens of cultural authenticity. 
The objective of achieving hypergamy fell disproportionately on girls because academic 
achievement was not measured against the demand for economic success.  Whereas garnering 
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a western education was enough to raise the stakes of a girl’s marital opportunities, investment 
in postsecondary education for boys did not facilitate social integration.   
Early marriage was not customary, but arose out of modern nomadic labor networks 
formed on the part of emotionally distanced sojourner fathers, many of whom had worked 
away from their families a majority of the marriage.  Choudhury and Drake (2001) described 
cousin marriage arrangements as the engine of chain migration amongst the Sylheti population 
in the UK.  In the States, Segarajasinghe-Ernest problematized notions about backward 
traditions by suggesting that the “trend toward early marriage for girls was part of a new 
orthodoxy on the part of their fathers” (Segarajasinghe-Ernest 2004: 76).  According to 
Segarajasinghe-Ernest (2004) and Alam (2009) early marriage was a modern phenomenon.  
However, the lax use of the culture concept to explain early marriage practices served to 
obfuscate the underlying structural inequities of race and class, lending the impression that 
school was an urgent source of transformative agency.  In such discussions indicators such as 
academic achievement, gender, “race and ethnicity are not simply discourses of ‘natural’ 
identities, but also function as sites of displacements [within American social] class” (Ortner 
2003: 51), translating adaptations to American material inequities into referents of 
multicultural difference.   
The disenfranchisement experienced by boys could not be articulated in multicultural or 
politicized terms.   The usury means enervating labor migrations became socially insoluble once 
transnationals became ensconced in the struggle against American neoliberalism.  Whereas 
multiculturalism, as public policy, may give democratic expression to values of a given 
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institution, the production of indebted man postulated the creditor as governor of individual 
men (Deleuze and Guittarri 1987).   
Agamben’s “states of exception” describes a veritable “no-man’s land between the 
political and the juridical and between the law and the living being” (Humphreys 2006: 679).  
Whereas Foucault (1978) describes sovereignty as self-rule, or the ability to suspend the 
enactment of law upon itself, Agamben’s state of exception describes the extra juridical 
boundaries of diverse and global market behaviors, such as creditor/debtor relations, 
suspending the idea one’s labor is one’s own property.  “What needs to be recognized is that 
white supremacy is neither the essence of US nationality nor its antithesis, but an ever-active 
ideological formation that has structured market behavior and social movements within the 
constitution and governance of the US nation-state” (Singh 2004: 27). 
This asymmetry became inscribed in the tensions between the generations of parents 
and students.  Many students felt their clipped trajectories were due to the lack of priorities of 
the parents.  Or more explicitly, parents were blamed for their inability or reluctance to seek 
out new ways to garner debt.  The plurality of purdah accumulated in social networks of 
“structural causality” (Bourdieu 1984: 124) developing competing sign systems that were 
hierarchically mitigated.  Homologies of space were constituted between practitioners of 
purdah as the same objects were consumed or experienced in very different ways. 
In Distinction, Bourdieu demonstrates the inscription of complex social orders through 
the simple experience of the everyday, such as education, language and social values.  For 
Bourdieu, a subject’s tastes and preferences demonstrated the “propensity and capacity to 
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appropriate (materially or symbolically) a given class of classified and classifying objects,” 
(Bourdieu 1984: 190).  The trafficking of classifying objects such as food, fashion and academic 
achievement emerges culturally in the ways by which the subject conceals herself, through a 
kind of self-deception, from the precarious fragility of her own conditions.    
A nuanced, though paradoxical case in point was the relative displacement that the 
established suburban families felt against the recent proximity of a sizeable Sylheti working 
class population:   
Dr. Majumdar had been appointed counselor for a local urban high school by the 
governor of Michigan.  The city had to afford a full-time police officer outside his office door.  
Given his job description, Dr. Majumdar found himself in the midst of “imbecile deceit.”   
He alleged that Bangladeshi, Pakistani and Yemeni students who had failed the previous 
school year returned with report cards from their homelands documenting their participation in 
summer school.  He wasn’t sure if these students had even left the country, expressing his 
disbelief when they produced report cards that were sometimes several miles away from their 
family’s home.  Furthermore, he alleged that the school system insisted on accepting these 
report cards.  Dr. Majumdar speculated that the public schools were willing to look the other 
way in such instances because they were competing with charter schools and did not want to 
risk losing their head count.   
Dr. Majumdar attributed the lottery system of immigration to the corruption of the 
school system.  He explained sympathetically, the poor who do win the option of leaving for the 
States, do not have the financial resources.  They sell the ticket “up.”  It can pass through 
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several hands before settling with an emigrating family.  And then there is the issue of 
adoption.  In many cases, the lottery family “will legally adopt everybody – nieces, cousins, 
nephews” in order to qualify their extended family as their immediate dependents.  
  Some such families may be upwards of 20 people.  “Then they arrive in the US, are given 
a green card, free health care and welfare – and up to $600 per child – which is how some 
families started to buy up the property . . .”    
 I began to seam common threads when I attended Dr. Bhattacharya’s suburban Bengali 
school which had been running for over 25 years.  Dr. Bhattacharya explained that there were 
two ways that Bangladeshi families arrived in the U.S: in pursuit of graduate work or the lottery.  
Whereas pursuit of graduate work was perceived as legitimate, the ability to gain entry by 
lottery signified the deceit of Bangladeshis, (-not rooted in the asymmetry of US immigration 
policies between India and Bangladesh).   
The lottery was a very sticky subject.  Because the majority of Bangladeshi families 
accessed the States through the lottery, many suburban Indian and Bangladeshi families 
resented the taint on their image done by “lottery winners.”   Gerd Baumann (1996) describes 
how such conversations exemplify discursive strategies in which congruence of community and 
culture is denied.  As such, Bengali speakers practice a variety of discursive competencies to 
reify boundaries within an improvisational spectrum of codifying distinctions.   
Multicultural movements (i.e., Australia, Canada, England and the U.S.) converge with 
nationalist ideologies against miscegenation.  Observing the racialization of South Asian Muslim 
identities Mohammad-Arif contended “multiculturalism is to be understood in the general 
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framework of American ethnic policy based on racial identification.  Hence, this policy is such 
that individual members of ethnic groups are encouraged to identify themselves as part of ‘pre-
defined’ communities by the official classifications already in place” Mohammad-Arif  (2006). 
Such observations prove particularly salient when talking about youth who identify with both 
the secularizing model minority stereotype of South Asian achievement as well as pan-Islamic 
identifications.   
In their efforts to conscript the American biracial order, many Bangladeshis conceived 
themselves as a “guest” to the US, approximating membership to white privilege through 
entrepreneurial opportunities.  As such, many Bangladeshis families chose not to invest in the 
costly path of post-secondary education America; instead, investing their creative and financial 
resources in more plausible forms of social mobility, i.e. the development of kinship networks 
and the building of cities, businesses, schools and colleges at home, in Sylhet, Bangladesh.   
  
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   






Abbassi. M. Z. (2011).  Rumi viewed under Bengali Sufistic tradition.  Retrieved from  
 http://www.semazen.net/eng/show_text.php?id=125 on December 17, 2012. 
 
Abdenur, A. (2002). “Tilting the North-South Axis” In Current issues in comparative education, 
Vol 2:3. 
 
Abraham, M. (2000).   Speaking the unspeakable: Marital violence among South Asian  
 Immigrants in the United States.  Rutgers University Press. 
 
Adely , Fida (2007).  “Is music 'haram'?  Jordanian girls educating each other about  
 nation, faith and gender in school.” In Teachers college record.   
109, 7: 1663-1681. 
 
Agamben, G.  (2005).  A state of exception.  Tr. Kevin Attell.  Chicago:  
University of Chicago Press. 
 
Ahmed, M. T. Q.  (2013).  Contributions of Sylhet region on National Economy of  
 Bangladesh.   Posted May 200, 2013, http://ireport.cnn.com/docs/DOC-974687.   
 
Alam, M. F. (2009). Acculturation of children of Bangladeshi immigration in New York City: 
Intergenerational perspectives and alternate trajectories.  New York: City University of 
New York Press. 
 
Altbach, P.G. (1991). Trends in comparative education. Comparative Education Review, 35(3), 
491-507.  
 
Althusser, L. (197), "Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses." In Lenin and  
 Philosophy and other Essays.  Translated by Ben Brewster, pp. 121–76.  
New York: Monthly Review Press. 
 
Althusser, L. and Matheron, F.  (2006). Philosophy of the encounter: later writings,  
1978-1987.  Translated by  G.M. Goshgarian.  New York: Verso. 
 
Andersen, B. (1983).  Imagined communities: Reflections on the origins and spread of 
 nationalism.  London: Verso 
 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




Anderson, C. A. (1961).  “Methodology of comparative education.”  In Comparative 
 Education Review.  21 (2/3), pp. 405 – 416). 
 
Anderson, W. W. and Lee, R. G.  (2005).  “Asian American displacements.”  In    
Displacements and diasporas: Asians in the Americas.  Eds. W. W.  Anderson & R. G. Lee.   
New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press. 
 
Anderson-Levitt, K. M. (2003).  “Introduction: A world culture of schooling?”   
In Local meanings, global schooling: Anthropology and world culture theory.  Ed. Kathryn 
Anderson-Levitt. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 
 
Anyon, J.  (1997).  Ghetto schooling: A political economy of urban educational reform.   
 New York: Teachers College Press. 
 
Appadurai, A.  (1996).  Modernity at large: Cultural dimensions of globalization. 
 Minneapolis: University of Minnesota. 
 
Appadurai and Holston, J. (1999). “Introduction: Cities and citizenship.”      
In Cities and citizenship.  Durham: Duke University Press. 
 
Apple, M. W.  (1995).  Education and power.  New York: Routledge. 
 
__________.  (2000).  Official knowledge: Democratic education in a conservative age. 
 New York: Routledge. 
 
__________.  (2004).  Ideology and curriculum.  New York: Routledge. 
 
Aries, P.  (1962).  Centuries of childhood: A social history of family life  
 New York: Vintage Books. 
 
Arts for Citizenship, U of M.  (2000).  Detroit history primer: What was Hastings Street? 
 Paradise Valley?  Black Bottom?  Retrieved from  
http://www.umich.edu/~bhlumrec/programs_centers/artsofcitizenshipprogram/ 
www.artsofcitizenship.umich.edu/whatwedo/mosaicprimer.pdf on December 12, 2011. 
 
Austin, J  L.,  (1977)  How to do things with words: Second edition.      
Eds. J.O. Urmson and M. Sbisa.  Cambridge: Harvard University Press.  
 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




Bakhtin, M, (1981).  The dialogic imagination.  Trs. C. Emerson and M. Holquist.   
Austin: University of Texas Press. 
 
Baluja, K. F. (2000).  Gender role attitudes among Bangladeshi immigrants: An origin 
and destination study.  Pennsylvania State University. 
 
Bammer, A.  (1994).  Displacements: Cultural identities in question. 
 Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 
 
Banks, R. R.  (2012).  Is marriage for white people? How the African American Marriage 
Decline Affects Everyone.  New York: Dutton. 
 
Bangladeshi Bureau of Statistics.  (2007).  "Sylhet Zila at a Gance" Retrieved on  




Barth, F. (1965).  The political organization of the Swat Pathans.   
London: London School of Economics Monographs on Social Anthropology. 
 
Bartlett, L.  (2003)  “World culture or transnational project?  Competing educational  
 projects in Brazil.”  In Local meanings, global schooling: Anthropology and  
 world culture theory.  Ed. Kathryn Anderson-Levitt.   
New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 
 
________. (2007). “Literacy, Speech, and Shame: The Cultural Politics of Literacy and 
Language in Brazil.”  In  International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education   20, 6, 
1-17. 
 
Berman, M.  ([1970] 2009).  The politics of authenticity: Radical individualism and the 
emergence of modern society.  London: Verso. 
 
Benedict, R.  ([1934] 2005).  Patterns of culture.  First Mariner Books. 
 
Bhabha, H. K.  (1994).  The location of culture.  New York: Routledge. 
 
Bauder, H.  (2006).  Labor movement: How migration regulates labor markets.    
Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




Bauman, G.  (1996).  Contesting culture: Discourses of identity in multiethnic London. 
   Cambridge University Press. 
 
Bellant, R. (2011).  Robert Bobb and the failure of public act 72: A case study. 
Downloaded from http://criticalmoment.files.wordpress.com /2011/03/bobbreport.pdf 
on February 9, 2012. 
 
Bestor, T. C. (2010).  “Networks, neigborhoods and markets: Fieldwork in Tokyo.” 
In Urban Life: Readings in the anthropology of the city, Fift edition.   
Eds.  George Gmelch, Robert V. Kemper and Walter P. Zenner.   
Long Grove: Waveland Press Inc.  
 
Bittles, A. H. (1994). "The role and significance of consanguinity as a demographic  
 variable."  In Population and Development Review, 561‐584. 
 
Blumer, H. (1969).   Symbolic interactionism: Perspective and method.  
Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.  
  
Boas, F. ([1912], 2006).  Changes of bodily form of descendants of immigrants. 
 New York: Elibron Classics. 
 
Boli, J. & Thomas, G. M. (1999).  INGOs and the organization of world culture.    
J. Boli and G.M. Thomas (eds).  In Constructing World Culture: International 
 nongovernmental organizations since 1975.  Stanford: Stanford University Press. 
 
Bourdieu, P.  (1977).  Outline of a theory of practice. Translated by Richard Nice. 
 Cambridge University Press. 
 
_________.  (1984).  Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste.  
Translated by Richard Nice. Cambridge University Press. 
 
Bourdieu and Passeron (1977).  Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture.    
Translated by Richard Nice. London: Sage Publications 
  
Boyd, Susan B. "Challenging the Public/Private Divide: An Overview."  
In Challenging the public/private divide: Feminism, law, and public policy.  
Ed. Susan B. Boyd. Toronto, Canada: University of Toronto Press, pp.3-33. 
 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




Boym, S.  (2001).  The future of nostalgia.  New York: Basic Books. 
 
Brown, P. R. (2012).    “The prom has everything except for boys.”  
In New York Times, dated May 1, 2010. 
 
Bu, L.  (1997).  “International activism and comparative education: Pioneering efforts 
of the International Institute of Teachers College, Columbia University,”  
Comparative Education Review 41, no. 4.  
 
Burde, D. (2004).  “Weak states, strong communities? Promoting community  
 participation in post-conflict countries.”  In Current Issues in Comparative  
 Education. 6(2) 73-87. 
 
Butler, J. (2004).  Undoing gender.  New York: Routledge. 
 
_______.  (2006).  Precarious life: The powers of mourning and violence.   
New York: Verso Books. 
 
Butler, J. ad  Athanasiou, A.  (2013).  Dispossession: The performative in the political. 
 Cambridge: Polity Press. 
 
CIA.  (2012).  “Bangladesh.”  In The world fact book.  Retrieved on December 27, 2012  
 from https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/bg.html. 
 
Capeci, Jr., D. J., and Wilkerson, M.  (1990).  "The Detroit rioters of 1943:  
A reinterpretation," Michigan Historical Review, Jan 1990, Vol. 16 Issue 1,  
pp 49–72. 
 
Caputo, V.  (1996).  “Anthropology’s silent ‘others’: A consideration of some conceptual  
 issues for the study of youth and children’s cultures.”  In Youth cultures: A  
 cross-cultural perspective.  Routledge: London. 
 
Carsten, J.  (2007).  After kinship.  Cambridge University Press. 
 
Chopra, R.  (2005).  “Sisters and brothers: Schooling family and migration.”  In   
 Educational Regimes in Contemporary India.  Radhika Chopra and   
Patricia Jeffery.  New Dehli: Sage Publications. 
 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




Clemens, P.  (2005).  Made in Detroit: A south of 6 mile memoir.   
 New York: Doubleday. 
 
Clifford, J.  (1997).  Routes: Travel and translation in the late twentieth century. 
 Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 
 
Cohen, R.  (1977).  “Socioeconomic determinants of intraethnic marriage and family.”   
 In  Social forces.  55: 997 – 1010. 
 
Comaroff, J.  (1997).  “Consuming passions: Child abuse, fetishism and ‘the new world 
 order.”  In Culture 1(2), 7 – 19). 
 
D’Souza, D.  (1995). The end of racism. The making of a multiracial society.    
New York: Simon and Schuster. 
 
de Certeau, M.  (1988).  The writing of history.  Tr. T. Conley.  New York:  
 Columbia University Press.  
 
De Alwis, M.  (2004).  The 'purity' of displacement and the re-territorialization of 
longing : Muslim women refugees in North-Western Sri Lanka", in Sites of  
violence: Feminist politics in conflict zones, eds.Wenona Giles & Jennifer  
Hyndman. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004 
 
De Genova, N. (2005).  Working the boundaries: Race, space, and “illegality” in  
Mexican Chicago.  Duke University Press. 
 
___________.  (2006).  “Introduction.”  In Racial transformations.   
Ed.  Nicholas De Genova.  Pp.  1-20.  Durham: Duke University Press. 
 
Davis, J. H.  (2003). “Balancing the Whole: Portraiture as Methodology.”  In Qualitative 
research in psychology: Expanding perspectives in methodology and design.   Rhodes 
and Yardley, Eds. APA Books.    
 
Deleuze G. and Guitarri, F. (1987).  A thousand plateaus: Capitalism and schizophrenia.  
Translated by Brian Masumi.  University of Minnesota Press.  
 
Devine, J. F. (1996).  Maximum security:  The culture of violence in inner-city schools. 
 Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   





Dhariwal, A. K. (2012).  Multiple facets of romance amongst South Asian youth:  
The significance of cultural contexts, media, friends, and parents.   
York University (Canada), ProQuest, UMI Dissertations Publishing. NR92807.  
 
Dower, J. W.  (1986).  War without mercy: Race and power in the Pacific  War.  
 New York: Pantheon Books.  
 
Duranti, A. and Ochs, E., (1996).  “Syncretic literacy: Multiculturalism in Samoan  
 American families.”  In NCRCDSLL Research Reports, Center for Research  
on Education, Diversity and Excellence.  University of California, Berkeley. 
 
Durkheim, E.  ([1897] 1979).  Suicide: A study in sociology.  Translated by  
 John A Spaulding and George Simpson.  New York: The Free Press. 
 
Eaton, R. M.  (1994).  The rise of Islam and the Bengal frontier 1204 – 1760. 
 New Dehli: Oxford University Press. 
 
Eliade, M.  (1991).  “Symbolism of the centre.”  In Images and Symbols, translated by  
Philip Mairet. Princeton University Press. 
 
Elshtain, J.B. (1981).  Public man, private woman: Woman in social and political 
thought. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1981. 
 
Espiritu, Y.l.   (1992).  Asian American panethnicity 
 Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 
 
Farmer, P.  (1993). AIDS and accusation: Haiti and the geography of blame.  
Berkeley: University of California.  
 
Fasenfest, D., Booza, J. and Metzger, K.  (2004).  Living together: A new look at racial 
 and ethnic integration and metropolitan neighborhoods, 1990 – 2000.   
Washington D.C.: The Brookings Institute. 
 
Featherstone, M., Lash, S.  (1999).  “Introduction.” In Spaces of culture: City,  
 nation,world.  Eds. Mike Featherstone and Scott Lash.   
London: Sage Publications. (1 – 26). 
 
Fine, M.  (1991).  Framing dropouts: Notes on the politics of an urban public high 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




 school.  Albany: State University of New York Press. 
 
______.  (2004). “Sexuality, schooling and adolescent females; The missing discourse  
of desire.”  In Cultural studies and education.  Eds.  Gaztambi e-Fernandez, 
Reuben A., Harding, Heather A. and Sorde-Marti, Tere.   
Cambridge: Harvard Educational Review. 125-148. 
 
Fine, S. (1989).  Violence in the model city: The Cavanaugh administration.   
 Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press. 
 
Foley, A.  (2012).  “Twenty Detroit Public Schools to be closed, chartered or  
 consolidated; 15 to join statewide district.”   
In The Detroit News, February 8, 2012. 
 
Foster, G.M. and Kemper, R.V. (2010).  “Anthropological fieldwork in cities.” 
In Urban Life: Readings in the anthropology of the city, Fifth edition.   
Eds.  George Gmelch, Robert V. Kemper and Walter P. Zenner.   
Long Grove: Waveland Press Inc.  
 
Foucault, M.  (1995).  Discipline and punish: The birth of the prison.   
Translated by Alan Sheridan.  New York: Random House. 
 
French, R. and Wilkinson, M.   (2011).  “Metro Detroit home ownership plunges by 
 40,000” In Detroit News,  May 5, 2011. 
  
Freud, S. (2010).  The ego and the id.  Pacific Publishing Studio. 
 
Friedlander, S. L.  (1965).  Labor migration and economic Growth : A case study of 
Puerto Rico.  MIT Press. 
 
Friedman, J.  (1999).  “The hybridization of the roots and the abhorrence of the bush.”  
In Spaces of culture: City, nation,world.  Eds. Mike Featherstone and Scott Lash.  
 London: Sage Publications. (230 – 256). 
 
_________.    (1992) – “The past in the future: History and the politics of identity. 
 In American Anthropologist. 94(4)837. 
 
Friese, H. and Wagner, P.  (1999).  “Not all that is solid melts into air: Modernity and  
 contingency.” In Spaces of culture: City, nation, world.  Eds. Mike Featherstone  
 and Scott Lash.  London: Sage Publications. (101 - 115). 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   





Friman, M.  (2010).  “Understanding boundary work through discourse theory:  
Inter-disciplines and interdisciplinarity.”  In Science Studies, retrieved from  
http://www.sciencetechnologystudies.org/system/files/Friman.pdf on           January 17, 
2012. 
 
Froerer, P. and Portisch, A. (2012).  “Learning, livelihoods and social mobility.”  
In Anthropology and education quarterly, 43(3), pp. 332 – 343. 
 
Froerer, P.  (2012).  “Learning, livelihoods and social mobility: Education in central 
India.  .” In Anthropology and education quarterly, 43(3), pp. 344 – 357. 
 
Funnell, R. and Smith, R. (2009).  “Search for a Theory of Cultural Transmission in an  
 Anthropology of Education: Notes on Spindler and Gearing.”  In Anthropology  
 and education.  Vol 12 n 4, pp. 375 – 400.  Berkeley: Wiley. 
 
Gaines, J. (1990). “Introduction: fabricating the female body.”  In Fabrication: 
 Costume and the female body.  Jane Gaines and C. Herzog.   
New York: Routledge.  (1 – 27). 
 
Gans, H.  (1962).  Urban Villagers: Group and Class in the Life of Italian-Americans. 
 New York: The Free Press of Glencoe. 
 
_______.  (1972).  “The positive functions of poverty.”  In American Journal of  
 Sociology.  Vol. 78, No. 2 (Sep., 1972), pp. 275-289.  Chicago: University of  
 Chicago Press.  Retrieved  from http://www.jstor.org/stable/2776496 
 on December 10, 2011. 
  
Gardner, K.  (2002).  Age, narrative and migration: The life course and life histories  
of Bengali elders in London.  Oxford: Berg. 
 
Gowlland, G.  (2012).  “Learning craft skills in China: Apprenticeship and social capital  
in an artisan community of practice.”  In Anthropology and education quarterly, 43(3), 
pp. 358 – 371. 
 
_________.  (1995).  Global migrants, local lives: Travel and transformation in rural  
 Bangladesh.  Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




Geertz, C.  (1973).  “Thick description: toward an interpretive theory of culture.”   
In The interpretation of cultures: selected essays. New York:  Basic Books,  
pp. 3-30. 
 
George, S. M.  (2005).  When women come first: Gender and class in transnational 
 migration.  University of California Press. 
 
Georges, E.  (1990).  The making of a transnational community: Migration, 
 Development and cultural change in the Dominican Republic. 
 New York: Columbia University Press. 
 
Geschiere P.  (1997). The modernity of witchcraft: Politics and the occult in  
postcolonial Africa.  Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia. 
 
Glaser, B.G. (1998).  Doing grounded theory: Issues and discussions.   
Mill Valley: Sociology Press. 
 
Glazier, S. G.  (1985).  "Syncretism and separation: Ritual change in an Afro-Caribbean  
 faith." In Journal of American Folklore. 98 (387): 49-62.  
 
Glick Schiller, N.  (2005).  “Lived simultaneity and discourses of diasporic difference.” 
 In  Displacements and diasporas: Asians in the Americas.       
Eds. W. W. Anderson and R. G. Lee.  New Jersey: Rutgers University Press. 
 
Glick-Schiller, N., Basch, L. and Blanc-Szanton, C.  (1992).  “Transnationalism: A new 
 analytical framework for understanding migration.  In Towards a transnational 
 erspective on migration.  Nancy Glick-Schiller, Linda Basch and   
 Christina Blanc-Szanton,(eds).  New York: New York Academy of Sciences. 
 
Gibson, M. A.  (1988).  Accommodation without assimilation: Sikh immigrants in an 
 American high school.  Cornell: Cornell University Press. 
 
____________.  (1997). “Complicating the immigrant/involuntary minority 
typology.”  In Anthropology and education quarterly.  28(3), 431-454. 
 
Gilroy, P. (1991).  There ain’t no black in the union jack: The cultural politics of race 
 and nation.”  Chicago: university of Chicago Press. 
 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




Giroux, H.A.  (2004).  “Doing cultural studies: Youth and the challenge of pedagogy. ” 
In Cultural studies and education.  Eds.  Gaztambi e-Fernandez, Reuben A., 
Harding, Heather A. and Sorde-Marti, Tere.  Cambridge:  
Harvard Educational Review.  Pp. 233-260. 
 
Gmelsh, G.  and Gmelsh, S. B. (2010).  “Student fieldworkers in the village and city.”  
 Urban Life: Readings in the anthropology of the city, Fift edition.   
Eds.  George Gmelch, Robert V. Kemper and Walter P. Zenner.   
Long Grove: Waveland Press Inc.  
  
Hall, K. (2002).  Lives in translation: Sikh youth as British citizens.   
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. 
 
Hall, S. (1993). “Cultural identity and diaspora.”  In Colonial Discourse and post   
colonial theory: A reader.  Eds. P. Williams and L. Chrisman.     
Harvester Whaeatsheaf 
 
Hansen, T. B. (2001).  “Bridging the gulf: Global horizons, mobility and local identity 
among Muslims in Mumbai.  In C. Bates, ed.  Community, empire and migration: 
 South Asians in diaspora.  Pp. 261 – 85.  Basingstroke:Palgrave. 
 
Hardt, M. & Negri, A.  (2000).  Empire.  Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 
 
Harrington, M. (1962). The Other America: Poverty in the United States.  
 New York: Simon and Schuster Inc.  
 
Harris, A.  (2013). Solitude of five black moons.  Detroit: University of Detroit Mercy 
Press and Broadside Press.  
 
Helm, B.  (2010).  Love, Friendship, and the Self: Intimacy, Identification, and the Social 
Nature of Persons.  Oxford: university of Oxford press.   
 
Henig, J. R. and Rich, W. C. (2004).  Mayors in the middle: Politics, race and the 
 mayoral control of urban schools.  Princeton University Press. 
 
Herman, Max Arthur (2005). Fighting in the Streets: Ethnic Succession and Urban   Unrest 
in Twentieth-Century America. Peter Lang Publishing, Inc. 
 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




Hes, F.M.  (2007).  “Mayoral Control for Detroit Schools?”  In Michigan Education  
 Report.  Downloaded on November 28, 2012 from  
http://www.frederickhess.org/5106/mayoral-control-for-detroit-schools. 
 
Hirschfield, L.A.  (1999). “L’enfant terrible: Anthropology and its aversion to children.” 
 In Etnofoor.  12(1), 5-26. 
 
Hoffman,K. E.  (2008).  We Share Walls: Language, Land, and Gender in Berber 
 Morocco.  Berkeley: University of California Press. 
 
_________.  (2009).  “Culture as text:Hazards and possibilities of Geertz’s  
 literary/literacy metaphor.”  In Special Issue, Islam reobserved: Geertz in  
 Morocco  Journal of North African Studies, 14 (3 – 4), pp. 417 – 430. 
 
Honwana, A.  (2005).  Child soldiers in Africa (The ethnography of political violence).   
 Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. 
 
Howell, S. and Shyrock, A. (2003).  “Cracking down on diaspora: Arab Detroit and  
 America’s war on terror.  In Anthropology Quarterly, 76, no. 3, pp. 443 – 462. 
 
House, G.  (1991).  Tower and dungeon: A study of place and power in American culture.  
 Detroit: Casa de unidad Press. 
 
Hume I. M.  (1973)."Migrant Workers in Europe" in Finance and Development.  
V. 10, No. 1.  
 
Humphreys, S.  (2006).  “Legalizing lawlessness: On Giorgio Agamben’s state of 
exception.” In The European journal of international law. Vol 17 (3): 677. 
 
Hussain, R. (1999). “Community perceptions of reasons for preference for 
Consanguineous marriages in Pakistan.” 
In Journal of Biosocial Science 31: pp. 449‐461. 
 
Islam, N.  (2000).  “Research as an act of betrayal: Researching race in an Asian  
 community in LA.”  In Race research researching race, Eds., F.W. Twine and  
 J.W. Warren, pp. 35 – 66.  New York: new York University Press. 
 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




Jeffery, R., Jeffery, P and Jeffery, C. (2005).  “Social inequalities and the privatization of 
 secondary schooling in North India.”  In Educational Regimes in Contemporary   
India.  Radhika Chopra and Patricia Jeffery.  New Dehli: Sage Publications. 
 
Jeffery, P.  (2005).  “Introduction: Heats, minds and pockets.”  In     
Educational Regimes in Contemporary India.  Radhika Chopra and   
Patricia Jeffery.  New Dehli: Sage Publications. 
 
Joshi, K.Y.  (2006).  New roots in America’s sacred ground: Religion, race and  
 ethnicity in America.  New Jersey: Rutgers university Press. 
 
Kabeer, N.  (2000).  The Power to Choose: Bangladeshi Women and Labor Market 
 Decisions in London and Dhaka.  London: Verso. 
 
Kalita, S. M. (2003).  Suburban sahibs: Three immigrant families and their passage   
from India to America.  New Jersey; Rutgers University Press. 
 
Kandiyoti, D.  (1988).  “Bargaining with patriarchy.”   
In Gender & Society vol. 2 no. 3 pp. 274-290. 
 
Kapferer, F.  (2002) “Sorcery, modernity and the constitutive imaginary: Hybridising  
 continuities.”  In  Beyond Rationalism: Rethinking Magic, Witchcraft, and  
 Sorcery.  (pp. 105-128).  Eds.  Harry G. West and Todd Sanders.  Berghahn Books. 
 
Katz, N. (2010).  “Mohammed Chowdhury's genitals missing after accused wife killer  
 takes own life in jail.”  In Detroit Free Press dated January 14, 2010. 
 
Kelly, R. D. G.  (1994).  Race rebels: Culture, politics and the black working class. 
 New York: The Free Press.   
 
Kendall,  (2003).  “Gods, Markets and the IMF in the Korean spirit world.”  
In Transparency and Conspiracy: Ethnographies of Suspicion in the New World  
Order.  (pp. 38 – 64).  Durham: Duke University. 
 
Kershaw, S.  “Queens to Detroit: A Bangladeshi passage”   
In The New York Times, dated March 8, 2001. 
 
Khandelwal, M.S. (1991).  Indians of New York City: Patterns of growth and   
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




diversification, 1965 – 1990.  Doctors of Art Dissertation, Department of   
History, Carnegie Mellon University.   
 
_________.  (2002).  Becoming American, being Indian: An immigrant  
 community in New York City.  Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 
 
Kibria, N.  (2002).  Becoming Asian American: Second generation Chinese and    
Korean identities.  Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press. 
 
Kim, H. C.  (2011).  The Nature and Role of Sufism in Contemporary Islam: A Case  
 Study of the Life, Thought and Teachings of Fethullah Gulen.   
Ann Arbor: Proquest Umi Dissertation Publishing.   
 
Kleinman, A., Das, V. and Lock, M. (1997).  “Introduction.”  In Social suffering.   
 Eds. Arthur Kleinman, Veena Das and Mararet Lock.   
The Regents of the University of California.   
 
Kowalsky, G.  (2002). Hamtramck, the driven city.  Charleston:  
Arcadia Publishing Company. 
 
Kuhn, R.  (2004).  “Identities in motion: Social exchange networks and rural-urban  
 migration in Bangladesh.”  Eds. Gardner, K.  and Osella, F.  In Migration, 
modernity and social transformation in South Asia.  London: Sage Publications.  
Pp. 311 – 337. 
 
Kumar, K.  (2005).  Political agenda of education: A study of colonialist and  
 nationalist ideas.  New Dehli: Sage Publications. 
 
Kundinger, M. (2006). "Racial rhetoric: The Detroit Free Press and its part in the Detroit 
Race Riot of 1863".  In Detroit Free Press, March 7, 1863. 
 
Kuran, T. (2002), "The Islamic commercial crisis: Institutional roots of economic 
 underdevelopment in the Middle East ." Research Paper No. C01‐12USC.  
Center for Law, Economics and Organization. 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   





Kurien, P. A. (2002).  Kaleidoscopic ethnicity: International migration and the  
 reconstruction of community identities in India.   
New York: Rutgers University Press.  
 
Kymlicka, W.  (2012).  Multiculturalism: Success, failure and the future.   
Transatlantic Council on Migration: Migration Policy Institute.  Retrieved from 
 http://www.migrationpolicy.org/pubs/multiculturalism.pdf on February 2, 2012. 
    
Ladson-Billings, G.J. (2005). Beyond the big house: African American educators on  
 teacher education. New York, NY: Teacher College Press. 
 
Lareau, A.  (2000).  Home advantage: Social class and parental intervention in 
elementary education.  New York: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, Inc. 
 
LeVine, R. A. (2007).  “Ethnographic studies of childhood: A historical overview.”  In 
 American Anthropologist.  109(2): 247 – 260. 
 
Leggett, J.  (1968).  Class, race and labor: Working-class consciousness in Detroit. 
 New York: Oxford University Press. 
 
Lesko, Nancy.  (2001).  Act your age! A cultural construction of adolescence. 
 New York: Routledge.  
 
Levinson, B.A, and Holland, D.C.  (1996).  “The cultural production of the educated 
person: An introduction.”  In The cultural production of the educated person.  
 Eds. Bradley A. Levinson, Douglas E. Foley and Dorothy C. Holland, pp. 1 – 54.  
 Albany: State University Press of New York. 
 
Levinson, B. A. (2001).  We Are All Equal: Student Culture and Identity at a Mexican   
 Secondary School, 1988–1998.  Duke University Press. 
 
Lewis, O.  (1959).  Five Families: Mexican Case Studies in the Culture of Poverty. 
 New York: Basic Books Inc.  
 
________.  (1965).  Village life in northern India: Studies in a Delhi village.   
 New York: Vintage Books. 
 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




_______.  ([1966], 2010). “The culture of poverty.”  
In Urban Life: Readings in the anthropology of the city, Fifth edition.   
Eds.  George Gmelch, Robert V. Kemper and Walter P. Zenner.   
Long Grove: Waveland Press Inc.  
 
___________.  (2000).  Masculinities at school.  Sage Publications. 
 
Lawrence-Lightfoot, S. L. (1983).  The good high school: Portraits of  
character and culture.  New York: Basic Books. 
 
Lawrence-Lightfoot, S., & Davis, J.H. (1997). The art and science of portraiture.  
 San Francisco, CA: Jossey Bass. 
 
Lazzarato, M.  (2012).  The making of indebted man.  Translated by Joshua David Jordan.  
 Cambridge: Semiotext(e). 
 
Levi-Strauss, C.  ([1947]1969).  The elementary structures of kinship.   
Tr. J.H Bell and Sturmer.  Beacon Press. 
 
Lincoln, J. H. (1968).  The anatomy of a riot: Detroit judge’s report.   
 New York: Mcgraw-Hill Book Company. 
 
Lipsitz, G.  (2005).  “Foreward: Midnight’s children: Youth culture in the age of   
globalization.  In Youthscapes: The popular, the national, the global.    
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania. 
 
________.  (1998).  The possessive investment in whiteness: How white people 
 profit from identity politics.  Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 
 
Lowe, L.  (1996).  Immigrant acts: On Asian American cultural politics. 
 Durham: Duke University Press. 
 
Loewen, J. W. (1988).  The Mississippi Chinese: Between black and white.   
Long Grove; Waveland Press. 
 
Lucius, B. S. (2005). “In the Black Pacific: Testimonies of Vietnamese Afro-American  
 displacements.”  In Displacements and diasporas: Asians in the Americas.  
Eds. Wanni B. Anderson and Robert G. Lee.  New Jersey: Rutgers University  
Press, pp 122 – 155. 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   





McDermott, R. (2008).  “Reading George Spindler.”  In Anthropology & education 
 quarterly, 39: 117–126.  Berkeley: Wiley. 
 
McGriff, D.  M. (1993).   “Decentralization: Lessons From the Detroit Public Schools.”  
 NCREL's Policy Briefs  Decentralization: Why, How, and Toward What Ends?   
Report 1 downloaded on April 10, 2013 from  
http://www.ncrel.org/sdrs/areas/issues/envrnmnt/go/93-1mcgr.htm. 
  
Maira, S.M.  (2002).  “Desis in the house” Indian American youth culture in  
New York City. Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 
 
________. (2005a).  “Mixed desires: Second-generation Indian Americans and the 
politics of youth culture.” In Displacements and diasporas: Asians in the  
Americas.  Eds. W. W. Anderson & R. G. Lee.  New Brunswick: Rutgers 
University Press. 
. 
________, (2005b).  “The intimate and the imperial: South Asian Muslim immigrant youth 
 after 9/11.”  In Youthscapes: The popular, the national, the global. 
 Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
 
Maira, S. and Soep, E.  (2005).  “Introduction.”  In Youthscapes: The popular,    
the national, the global.  Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
 
Malinowski, B. (1927). Sex and Repression in Savage Society.  
London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co. 
 
Marx, K.  (1977).  Capital: Volume one.  Trs. Ben Fowkes.  New York: Vintage Books. 
 
_________.  (1964).  The economic and philosophic manuscripts of 1844.   
Trs. Martin Milligan New York: International Publishers. 
 
Marx, K. & Engels, F.  (1998).  The German Ideology.  Amherst: Prometheus. 
 
Malinowski, B. (1927). Sexual life of savages in .North Western Melanasia.   
 London: Routledge. 
 
Mead, M. (1928).  Coming of age in Samoa.  New York: William Morrow. 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   





Meillasoux, C.  (1981). Maidens, meal and money: Capitalism and the domestic   
community.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
 Meyer, J. W. (1977).  “The Effects of Education as an Institution.”   In The American  
Journal of Sociology, Vol. 83, No. 1, pp. 55-77.  Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.  
Downloaded on December 11, 2011 from http://www.jstor.org/stable/2777763. 
 
Meyer, B.  (1998)  “’Make a complete break from the past’: Memory and postcolonial  
 modernitiy in Ghanian Pentecostal discourse.”  In Journal of religionin Africa.   
27 (3): 931 – 944. 
 
Miller, C. C.  (2014).  “The Upshot:  Pay gap is because of gender, not jobs.”   
In New York Times, April 23, 2014, p. BU5.    
   
Mirel, J.  (1993).  The rise and fall of an urban school system: Detroit, 1907 – 81.   
Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press. 
 
 ______.  (2004).  “Detroit: There is still a long road to travel, and success is far from 
 assured.  In Mayors in the middle:politics, race and mayoral control of   
schools.  Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
 
Mohammad-Arif, A. (2000). “A masala identity: Young South Asian Muslims in the 
 U.S.”  in Comparative studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East.   
Vol 2, no.s 1 &2. 
 
_________.  (2002).  Salaam America: South Asian Muslims in New York.   
 London: Anthem Press 
 
 
_________.  (2007).  “The Paradox of Religion: The (re)construction of Hindu  
 and Muslim identities amongst South Asian diasporas in the United States.”   
In South Asia Multidisciplinary Academic Journal.  Downloaded on 23 April 2014:  
http://samaj.revues.org/55 
 
Mudambi. A.  and Collier, M.J.  (1999).  “U.S Exceptionalism, American Dream,  
 and Multiculturalism: Ideological Claims of (Undocumented) Latino/a and  
South Asian Immigrant Bloggers in the United States.”  In Multicultural questions.   
Eds.  Joppke and Lukes.  Oxford University Press. 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   





Mullainathan, S.  (2014).  “Upshot: Possible path to closing pay gap.”   
In New York Times, May 10, 2014, p. BU6. 
 
Naji, M.  (2012).  “Learning to weave the threads of honor: Understanding the value of  
 female schooling in Southern Morocco.”  b In Anthropology and education  
 quarterly, 43(3), pp. 372 – 384. 
 
Ngo, B.  (2002).  “Contesting ‘culture’: The perspectives of Hmong American female  
 students on early marriage.”  In Anthropology and education quarterly, 33(2),  
pp. 163 – 188. 
 
Ogbu, J. U.  (1987).  “Variability in minority school performance: A problem in search of  
 an explanation.”  In Anthropology and education quarterly,  18(4), pp. 155-188. 
 
_________.  (1981)  “Origins of human competence: A cultural-ecological perspective.” 
In Child Development.  52(2), pp. 413-429.  Berkeley: Wiley.  
Downloaded on December 11, 2011 from http://www.jstor.org/stable/1129158. 
 
Okihiro, G. Y.  (2001).  Common ground: Reimagining American history.   
 
Omi, M and Winant, H.  (1994).  Racial formation in the US: From the 1960’s to the   
1990’s.  New York: Routledge.  
 
Ong, A.  (1999).  Flexible citizenship: The cultural logics of transnationality. 
 Duke University Press. 
 
Oosting, J. (2009). "Audit: Detroit Public Schools overpaid millions for real estate 
middle-man markups". In MLive.com.. Retrieved November 23, 2010. 
 
Ortner, S.  (2003).  New Jersey dreaming: Capital, culture and the class of ’58. 
 Durham: Duke University Press. 
 
_______.  (1996).  Making gender: The politics and erotics of culture.   
Boston: Beacon Press.   
 
Park, R. and Burgess, E. ([1925] 1984).  The city.   
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 
 
Parrenas, R.S.  (2001).  Servants of globalization: Women, migration and domestic 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




work.  Stanford: Stanford University Press.   
 
Parveen, A.  (2010).  “Sufi influence on Bollywood music has deepened: Abida Parveen”  
downloaded on April 15, 2012 from http://www.indianexpress.com/news/sufi-
influence-on-bollywood-music-has-deepened-abida-
parveen/710994/#sthash.35sQ5CGC.dpuf  New Delhi, Sun Nov 14 2010. 
 
Perry, I. (2011) “Upfront: New York Times Book Review:  Blacks, whites and the  
wedding gap.”  In New York Times, September 18, 2011, p. BR11. 
 
Pettigrew, S. F.   (2000).  "Ethnography and Grounded Theory: A Happy Marriage?" 
 In Advances in Consumer Research.  Eds. Stephen J. Hoch and Robert J. Meyer, 
Volume 27, pp. 256-260. 
 
Prasad, V.  (2000).  The karma of brown folk.  Minneapolis:  
University of Minnesota Press 
 
Portes, A. and Walton, J.  (1981).  Labor, class and the international system.    
New York: Academic Press. 
 
Prentice, R.  (2012).  “’On one ever showed me nothing.’: Skill and self-making among  
 Trinidadian garment workers.”  In Anthropology and education quarterly, 43(3), 
pp. 400 – 414. 
  
Purkayastha, B.  (2005).  Negotiating ethnicity: Second generation  
South Asian Americans traverse a transnational world.   
New Jersey: Rutgers university Press. 
 
Putnam, Robert. 2000. Bowling Alone. New York: Simon and Schuster. 
 
Radner, H.  (1999).  “Roaming the city: proper women in improper places.”  
In Spaces of culture: City, nation,world.  Eds. Mike Featherstone and Scott Lash.  London: 
Sage Publications. (86 – 100). 
 
Rahman, J.  (*2013).  “Special economic zones are a priority for Bangladesh.” 
 In The financial express.  Downloaded on February 14, 2014 from   
 http://www.thefinancialexpress- 
 bd.com/index.php?ref=MjBfMDJfMTRfMTNfMV82XzE2MDE0NQ== 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   





Rainwater, L., Yancy, W. L. and Moynihan, D. P. (1967).  The Moynihan report and  
the politics of controversy: a Trans-action social science and public policy report. 
MIT Press. 
 
Rangaswamy, P.  (2000).  Namaste America: Indian immigrants in an American 
 metropolis.  Pennsylvania State University Press. 
 
Rao, N. and Hossain, M.I. (2012).  “’I want to be respected.’: Migration, mobility and the  
 construction of alternate educational discourses in rural Bangladesh.”   
In Anthropology and education quarterly, 43(3), pp. 344 – 357. 
 
Ravitch, D.  (1995).  National standards in American education: A citizen’s guide.  
 Washington D.C.: The Brookings Institute. 
 
_________.  (2001).  Left back: A century of battles over school reform.   
New York: Touchstone. 
 
Redfield, R. and Rojas, A.V. (1934).  Chan kom: A Maya village.  Washington D.C.: 
Carnegie Instituteof Washington. Publication 
 
__________. (1941).  The Folk Culture of Yucatan.  
Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
 
Regan, P. M. (1995).  Legislating privacy: Technology, social values, and public policy.  
 Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press.  
 
Rich, W.C.  (1989).  Coleman Young and Detroit Politics.   
Detroit: Wayne State University Press. 
 
Robb, P.  (ed.). (1995).  The concept of “race” in South Asia.       
New Dehli: Oxford University Press. 
 
Rockwell, E.  (2002).  “Constructing diversity and civility in the United States and Latin 
America: Implications for ethnographic educational research.”  In Ethnography 
and education policy across the Americas.  Eds. Bradley A. U. Levinson, Sandre L Cade, 
Ana Padawer and Ana Patricia Elvir.  Westport: Praeger Publishers. (3-19). 
 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




Roediger, D. R.  (1991).  The wages of whiteness: Race and the making of the American 
 working class.  New York: Verso. 
 
Rozario, S.  (1992).  Purity and communal boundaries: Women and social change in a 
 Bangladeshi village.  London: Zed Books. 
 
Rozario, S. and Gilliat-Roy, S.  (2008).  “Genetics, religion and identity:  
A study of British Bangladeshis 2004 – 2007.”  Retrieved from  
www.cardiff.ac.uk/socsi/resources/wrkgpaper-93.pdf on October 7, 2009. 
 
Rudrappa, S.  (2004).  Ethnic routes to becoming American: Indian immigrants and   
the culture of citizenship.  New Jersey: Rutgers University Press. 
 
________. (2002).  Disciplining desire inmaking making the home: Engineering   
ethnicity in Indian immigrant families.  In Second generation: Ethnic identity 
 among Asian Americans.  Pyong Gap Min (ed.).  Walnut Creek: Altamira Press. 
 
Saha, S. (2012).   Stock market crash of Bangladesh in 2010-11: Reasons & roles of  
 regulators.  ARCADA.  Retrieved from  
http://publications.theseus.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/47195/saha_sangit.pdf?sequenc
e=1 on December 27, 2012. 
 
 
Sakai N. (2000).  “’You Asians’: On the historical role of the West and Asia binary.”   
 In South Altantic Quarterly.  99:4, Fall.  Pp. 789 – 817. 
 
Sanjek, R.  (1998).  The future of us all: Race and the neighborhood politics of   
New York City.  Ithica: Cornell University Press. 
 
Sarroub, L. K.  (2005).  All American Yemeni girls: Being Muslim in a public school. 
 Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. 
  
Saunders, D. (2010).  Arrival City: The Final Migration and Our Next World.  
 Vintage Canada. 
 
Schlesinger, Jr., A.M.  (1998).  The disuniting of America: Reflections on a multicultural  
 society.  New York:  W. W. Norton Co. Inc. 
 
 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




Schlosser, L. Z. (2003).  “Christian privilege: Breaking a sacred taboo.”  
In Journal of Multicultural Counseling and Development; 31(1), pp. 44 – 51. 
 
Schriewer, J.  (2002).  “World system and interrelationship networks:     
The internationalization of education and the role of comparative inquiry.   
 In Educational knowledge: Changing relationships between the state, civil   
society and the educational community.  Ed. T.S. Popkewitz. 
 
Schiller, N.G., Basch, L. and Blanc, C.S. (1997).  “From immigrant to transmigrant: 
          Theorizing transnational migration.”  In Anthropological Quarterly.  48-63. 
 
Schuon, F.  (1998).  Understanding Islam.  Bloomington: World Wisdom Books, Inc. 
 
Segarajasinghe-Ernest, A.M.R. (2004).  Aspirations redirected, aspirations redefined:  
 Exploring the interplay of school experience and changing family.   
New York: New York University Press. 
 
Sen, A. (1981).  Poverty and Famines: An Essay on Entitlement and Deprivation. 
 Oxford University Press 
 
Sen, S. (1976). Muslim Politics in Bengal 1937-1947. New Delhi: Sage Publications. 
 
Sethi, M.  (2006).  “Land reform in India: Issues and challenges.”  In Promised land:  
 Competing visions of agrarian reform.  Eds.  By Peter Rosset, Raj Patel, Michael  
 Courville.  Institute for Food and Domestic Policy. 
 
Shogan, R. and Craig, T.  (1976).  The Detroit race riot: A study in violence. 
              New York: Da Capo Press. 
 
Sivanandan, A.  (1990).  Communities of resistance: writings on black struggle  
               London: Verso. 
 
Singh, N. P.  (2004).  Black is a country: Race and the unfinished struggle for democracy.   
 Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 
 
Sharma, S.K.  and Sharma, U. (2006).  Documents on North East India: An exhaustive 
survey, Volume 3:Assam(1664 -1935.  New Dehli: Mittal Publications.  
 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




Shukla, S. (2001).  “Locations for South Asian diasporas.” In Annual Reviews in 
Anthropology.  30: 551 – 72. 
 
________.  (2000).  ”Dialectics of place and citizenship.”   In The pragmatist   
imagination: Thinking about things in the making.  Ed. Joan Ockman.    
Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
 
________.  (1999).  “New immigrants, New forms of transnational community:    
Post 1965 Indians migrations.  In Amerasia 25 (3). 
 
________.  (2003).  India Abroad: Diasporan cultures in postwar America and  
 England.  Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
 
Shryock, A.  (2007)   “Finding Islam in Detroit: The Multiple Histories, Identities, and  
 Locations of a City   and Its Muslims.”  Downloaded on September 15, 2007 from  
http://francestanford.stanford.edu/Conferences/Papers/Shryock.pdf. 
 
Silverstein, S.  (2011)  “MER-MAID”.  In everything on it.  New York: Harper Collins.  
 
Skinner, D.  (1990).  "Nepalese children's construction of identity in and 
 around formal schooling.”  In Himalayan research bulletin.  10: 8-17.  
 
Smith, Charles. (2003). X-Generation or X-Institutions: Experience, Performance,  
Motivation and the  Potential for Effective Civic Education in Schools. Unpublished 
doctoral thesis. Detroit: Wayne State University. 
 
Smith, S. (1995).  “Liberalism, multiculturalism and education: Is there a fit?,” 
            In Philosophy of education.  Cornell University. Downloaded on July 18, 2010. 
 http://www.ed.uiuc.edu/EPS/PES-Yearbook/95_docs/smith.html.   
 
Snell, R. and Wilkinson, M. (2007) “Asians outnumber Hispanics in Region.   
Census shows new population trends: Auto and health jobs cited.”   
In The Detroit News on September 12, 2007. 
 
Soleri, P.  (1973).  The bridge between matter and spirit is matter becoming spirit.   
 Garden City: Anchor Press. 
 
 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




Spengler, J. J., and Myers, G.  (1977) "Migration and socioeconomic development: 
 Today and yesterday." In Internal Migration: A Comparative Perspective, ed. A.   
Brown and E. Neuberger, 11-35. New York: Academic Press. 
 
Spindler, G. D. and Spindler, L. S. (2000).  Fifty years of anthropology and education,  
 1950-2000: A Spindler anthology.  Mahwah: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 
 
Spiro, M. (1961). “An overview and a suggested reorientation. In F. L. K. Hsu (Ed.)  
 Psychological anthropology: An approach to culture and personality,  
pp, 459 – 492.  Homewood, IL: Dorsey Press. 
 
Statjump.  (2010).  Hamtramck, MI.  Retrieved from  
 http://www.statjump.com/city/Hamtramck-MI.html on December 12, 2012.   
 
Steiner-Khamsi, G.  (2002). The global politics of educational borrowing and lending. 
 Teachers College Press. 
 
Stoler, A. L. (2000). Race and the education of desire: Foucault’s history of sexuality   
and the colonial order of things.  Durham: Duke University Press. 
  
Strauss, A. L. and Corbin, J.  (1990).  Basics of Qualitative Research:  
Grounded Theory Procedures and Techniques. Sage Publications. 
 
Street, B. V. (1984).  Literacy in theory and practice.  Cambridge University Press. 
 
Sugrue, T. J. (1996). The Origins of the Urban Crisis.  Princeton University Press. 
 
Swanson, Christopher B.  (2009).  Cities in Crisis 2009: Closing the graduation gap  
 educational and economic conditions in America’s largest cities.  Cities in crisis  
2009: D.C.: Editorial Projects in Education Research Center.  Downloaded on July 18, 
2010 from http://www.edweek.org/media/cities_in_crisis_2009.pdf.  
 
Takaki, R. ( ed.). (1994). From different shores: Perspectives on race and ethnicity in 
   America.    New York: Oxford University Press. 
 
Tikly, L.  (2001).  “Globalization and education in the postcolonial world: Towards a 
 conceptual framework.  In Comparative education.  Vol. 37, no. 2, 151 – 71. 
 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




Tonnies, F.  (1957).  Community and Society.  Translated by Charles P. Loomis.   
East Lansing: Michigan State University Press. 
 
Toren, C.  (1999).  “Why children should be central to Anthropological research.”  In  
 Etnofoor, xii (1), pp. 27 – 38. 
 
Turnbull, C. M. (1972).  The Mountain People. New York: Simon & Schuster. 
 
Turner, E. (2012). Communitas: The Anthropology of Collective Joy.  
New York: Palgrave Macmillan 
 
US Census Bureau “2006 American Community Survey” In American factfinder. 
http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/SAFFFacts?_event=ChangeGeoContext&geo_downl
oaded on September 15, 2007. 
 
______________.  “2010 American Community Survey” In American factfinder.   
http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/SAFFFacts?_event=ChangeGeoContext&geo_downl
oaded on December 17, 2012. 
 
______________.  “1990 Census “ In American factfinder. Retrieved from  
http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml   
on December 17, 2012. 
 
______________..  “2000 Census “ In American factfinder. Retrieved from  
http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml   
on December 17, 2012. 
 
______________.  “2010 Census “ In American factfinder. Retrieved from  
http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml   
on December 17, 2012. 
 
Van der Veer, P.  (2001).  Imperial Encounters: Religion and modernity in India  
and Britain.  Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
 
_____________ . ed.  (1995).   In Nation and migration.   Philadelphia:  
University of Pennsylvania. 
 
_____________. (1994).  Religious nationalism: Hindus and mulsims in India.   
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




 Berkeley: University of California Press. 
Valentine, C.A.  (1968).  Culture and poverty: Critique and counter-proposals. 
 Chicago: University of Chicago Press.  
 
Varenne, H. and McDermott, R. (1998)  Successful failure: The schools America builds. 
 Boulder: Westview Press. 
 
Vavrus, F.  (2003).  Desire and decline: Schooling amid crisis in Tanzania.     
New York: Peter Lang Publishing. 
 
Vavrus, F. (2005). “Adjusting inequality: Education and structural adjustment programs 
in Tanzania.”  In Harvard Educational Review 75(2): 174-201. 
 
Verma, M. (2004). “Two Hindu education programs for youth in New Jersey.”  
In The pluralism project at Harvard University. Retrieved December 17, 2007,  
from http://www.pluralism.org/affiliates/student/verma/verma_paper.pdf. 
 
Volk, D.  (2013).  “Contradictions, clashes. Cominglings”: The syncretic literacy projects  
 of young bilinguals.”  In Anthropology and education quarterly,  
44/3, pp. 234 – 252.  American Anthropological Association. 
 
Vora, N.  (2013). Impossible Citizens: Dubai's Indian Diaspora.   
Durham: Duke University Press.  
 
Walford, G. (2002).  “When policy moves fast, how long can ethnography take?”  
In Ethnography and education policy across the Americas.  Eds. Bradley A. U.  
Levinson, Sandre L Cade, Ana Padawer and Ana Patricia Elvir.   
Westport: Praeger Publishers. (23-38) 
 
Wallerstein, J. (1979).  “The rise and future demise of the world capitalist system: 
 Concepts for a comparative analysis”  In Comparative Studies in society    
and history.  14 (4): 387 - 415 
 
Warner and Srole (1945).  “Paying particular attention to social class.”  
The Social Systems of American Ethnic Groups History and Present Status in 
 Yankee City.  New Haven: Yale University Press. 
 
 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   




Waters, M.  (1990).  Ethnic options: Choosing identities in America.     
Berkeley: University of California Press. 
 
Welsch, W.  (1999).  “Transculturalisty: The puzzling form of cultures today.”  
In Spaces of culture: City, nation,world.  Eds. Mike Featherstone and Scott Lash.   
London: Sage Publications. (194 – 213). 
 
Whyte, W. F. (1943). Street Corner Society: The social structure of an Italian slum. 
 Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
 
Wikipedia.  (2012a).  Sylhet.  Retrieved from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sylhet on 
 December 27, 2012. 
 
________.  (2012b).  Bangladeshi diaspora.   Retrieved from  
 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bangladeshi_diaspora on December 27, 2012. 
 
Williams, R. (1981).  Politics and letters: Interviews with New Left Review.     
 New York: Verso Books. 
 
Willis, P.  (2004).  “Foot soldiers of modernity: The dialectics of cultural consumption 
and the 21st century school.”  ”  In Cultural studies and education.   
Eds.  Gaztambi e-Fernandez, Reuben A., Harding, Heather A. and Sorde-Marti, 
 Tere.  Cambridge: Harvard Educational Review.  Pp. 233-260. 
 
Willis, P. (1977).  Learning to labor: How workin class kids get working class jobs. 
 New York: Columbia University Press. 
 
Wilson, D. N. (1994). “Comparative and international education: Fraternal or siamese 
twins? A preliminary genealogy of our twin fields. In Comparative Education  
Review 38(4): 449–486. 
 
Wirth, L.  (1938).  “Urbanism as a way of life.” The American Journal of Sociology,  
Vol. 44, No. 1, (Jul., 1938) ...Downloaded on December 10, 2011. From 
http://www.jstor.org 
 
Wiser, M. H. (1936).  The Hindu jajmani system: A socio-economic system  
 interrelating members of a Hindu village community in services.   
Lucknow Publishing House. 
COMING OF AGE ON BANGLADESH AVENUE:   





Welsch, Wolfgang.  (1999).  “Transculturalisty: The puzzling form of cultures today.”  
In Spaces of culture: City, nation,world.  Eds. Mike Featherstone and Scott Lash. 
  London: Sage Publications. (194 – 213). 
 
Wong, K. S.  (2005).  “Diasporas, displacements and the construction of identities.”  
  In Displacements and Diasporas: Asian Americans in America.     
Wanni W. Anderson and Robert G. Lee (eds.).  New Jersey: Rutgers University Press. 
 
Wu, F. H.  (2002).  Yellow: Race in America beyond black and white.      
New York: Basic Books. 
 
Yates, B.A. (1984). “Comparative education and the Third World: The nineteenth  
 century revisited.”  In Comparative Education Review 28(4):533-49. 
 
Yon, Daniel, A. (2000).  Elusive culture: Schooling, race and identity in global times. 
New York: SUNY Press. 
 
Zilversmit, A. (1993).  Changing Schools: Progressive education, theory and practice,  
 1930 – 1960.  Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
  
 
 
 
 
